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Prologue

May 1813

Lady Alexandra Wilton regarded her father with apprehension. Her answer was going to make him furious, but unfortunately it was the only answer she was capable of making. Bracing herself to withstand the storm, she said, “I am very flattered by Lord Barrington’s offer, Papa, but I cannot marry him.”

The Earl of Hartford’s once-handsome but now-dissipated face began to turn the color of a tomato.

“What?” he roared. “God damn it, Alex, Barrington is the biggest catch of the year! He has a fortune in the funds as well as a very decent title. True, a viscount may not be the equal of an earl, but the Barrington name is even older than ours.”

“I know, Papa,” Alexandra answered unhappily.

The earl and his daughter were sitting in the library at Gayles, the earl’s country house in Derbyshire. The bright spring sun poured in through heraldic glass windows, illuminating the rich leather covers of the myriad shelved books. The earl regarded his daughter, who was seated on the opposite side of his mahogany desk, with distinct disfavor.

“Barrington is a very decent fellow,” he said.

Alexandra sighed. “He is very nice, Papa, I will agree with you. It is most unfortunate that I cannot love him.”

The earl clasped his hands in front of him on the desk. “You cannot love Barrington,” he said ominously. “Nor could you love the Earl of Ashcroft, to whom you actually became engaged last year. After you jilted him, I despaired of you ever getting another offer. Now here you have the Catch of the Season asking for your hand, and you are going to turn him down?”

The earl’s voice had become progressively louder as he listed the details of Alexandra’s transgressions.

“If I become engaged to him, I would only jilt him, too, Papa, and you would not like that at all,” she replied in a reasonable tone.

The earl pounded his clasped hands on the desk. “This obsession of yours with love is ridiculous. Has it never occurred to you, my girl, that love might come after marriage?”

A tiny frown indented the smooth perfection of her forehead. “But what if it doesn’t, Papa? Then I would be forced to spend the rest of my life shackled to a man I didn’t love.”

“Believe me, Alex, there are worse things in life,” her father informed her.

Alexandra shuddered. “What could be worse than that?”

“Ending up your life as a bloody spinster, that’s what!” the earl roared. “And that is precisely what is going to happen to you, my girl, if you continue on in this fashion. You may be as beautiful as Helen of Troy, but no man is going to offer for you if you get the reputation as a flirt as well as a jilt.”

“I am sorry to upset you, Papa…” Alexandra began, but the earl swept on.

“You do upset me! You are the only child I have left, the only chance I have of seeing my blood carried on into another generation. Don’t you think I already have enough to bear? Because of your brother’s suicide, I must see my title and property go to my cousin’s son, not my own.”

Alexandra was very white. “I wish to marry, Papa,” she said. “I want a husband and children. It is just very important to me that I marry a man I love.”

The earl made a visible effort to control himself. “My dear, I can assure you that most young girls do not love their husbands when they wed. They marry because their husbands are compatible in temperament and in worldly position. Love grows after the knot is tied. Viscount Barrington seems to me a perfectly lovable young man. I am sure you will grow to hold him in affection.”

“I already hold him in affection,” Alexandra said. “I just do not love him.”

“What the bloody hell do you know about love?” the earl roared, turning a dangerous shade of red once again. “You are twenty-one years old and a virgin! Believe me when I tell you that your husband will teach you to love him.”

Alexandra lifted her chin. “I know enough about love to know that it can’t be taught, Papa. It is either there or it is not.”

“Please don’t tell me that you’re waiting for Romeo to come and climb up your balcony, Alexandra,” the earl said with heavy sarcasm.

“But suppose he did come, Papa, and I was already married?” Alexandra said with perfect logic. “That would be truly terrible.”

The earl looked exasperated. “Alex, you have had too many Seasons not to know the way of the world. Should your Romeo eventually come along, there would be nothing to stop you from having him. As long as you were discreet.”

Alexandra shook her head. “That may be the way of the world, Papa, but it is not my way,” she said.

“I will never know how I came to have such a simpleton for a daughter,” the earl said disgustedly.

I am this way because I don’t want a marriage like your marriage to Mama, Alexandra thought. But she said nothing.

“Listen to me, my girl. I want you to take Barrington,” the earl said. “He loves you, and I guarantee that in time you will learn to love him in return.”

“Lord Barrington is a very fine man,” Alexandra said. “He is generous and kind, and I think he does love me. If I were going to fall in love with him, I would have done so already.”

The earl regarded his daughter with frustration. His comparison of her to Helen of Troy had not been exaggerated, but her face was more than just classically beautiful. There was a suggestion of great sweetness about the curves of her cheekbones and mouth that produced an effect that was intensely stirring.

He thought that one would never know to look at her that she was stubborn as a mule.

The earl had presented his daughter to society three years before, and since then she had collected more marriage offers than her father could remember. The previous year she had finally accepted one of them, only to decide a month before the wedding that she had made a mistake. Now here she was, turning down the finest young man available on the Marriage Mart today.

The future was suddenly very clear to the earl. If he didn’t do something to force her hand, Alexandra was never going to marry at all.
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October 1813

The sudden death of the Earl of Hartford shocked both his family and society in general. While he had not been a robust man—too many years of dissipation had made inroads on his health—there had been no suggestion that he was nearing the end of his life. Consquently it had been a stunning surprise when he died in the arms of one of the girls at Madame Dufour’s, an upper-class establishment discreetly tucked into a side street off of St. James’s Square.

To give Madame Dufour her due, she tried to keep the venue of the earl’s death quiet. Her motivation might not have been completely selfless (it could not help business if customers began to think that the activities she specialized in were dangerous to their health), but she certainly acted in the best interest of all concerned. She sent one of her footmen to fetch the earl’s heir, Mr. Geoffrey Wilton, who came in a carriage to collect his cousin’s body. The earl was taken home to Hartford House in Grosvenor Square and put into his own bed, where his unfortunate demise was “discovered” by his valet in the morning.

The ruse might have succeeded if Lords Middleton and Calder hadn’t happened to be passing by the side door of Madame Dufour’s at the very moment that the earl’s body was being carried out. Geoffrey Wilton, who was supervising the removal of his cousin’s remains by two of Madame Dufour’s minions, hastily assured the two curious lords that the earl was only “a little under the weather” from having had too much to drink. However, the following morning, when Middleton and Calder heard about the earl’s death, they immediately raced to their respective clubs and recounted the story of their strange nocturnal meeting with the Earl of Hartford’s body. Soon the whole of London was speculating about the earl’s end.

“I am so sorry, Alex,” Geoffrey said earnestly to his cousin as they stood together in the library at Gayles the day after the earl’s funeral. “It was just rotten luck to have run into Middleton and Calder like that. I told them that your father was ill, but…”

“It’s all right, Geoff,” Alexandra said expressionlessly. “Everyone knows what Papa was. It’s not as if the manner of his death ruined his reputation.”

She walked to the window, which was open to the warm October day, and looked out, silently staring at the east court of Gayles as if she had never seen it before in her life.

The new earl looked worriedly at his cousin’s slim, black-clad figure. Her beautiful pale gold hair was brushed into a severe chignon and there was a rigidity about her posture that he had never seen before.

Geoffrey did not make the mistake of thinking that Alexandra was grieving for her father. He had not been an attentive parent, preferring the company of his cronies to that of his children. She had grieved when her brother died, but the earl’s death was less a personal loss than it was a loss of the way of life as she had always known it.

As for Geoffrey himself, the death of his cousin was an unmitigated blessing. It had made him the Earl of Hartford and the owner of Gayles, one of the finest country homes in the nation. A London town house in Grosvenor Square also came with the title, as well as a famous stud near Newmarket. Because of the earl’s death, Geoffrey found himself transformed from an ordinary young commoner of small means into a Peer of the Realm, with extensive property and great wealth. Although he was trying valiantly to disguise the fact, Geoffrey was ecstatic.

Alexandra’s life was also changed, although not in such a pleasant manner. Geoffrey walked over to his cousin, laid a protective hand upon her slender shoulder and assured her in a gentle voice, “Everything will be all right, Alex. You’ll see.”

She turned around, effectively moving her shoulder away from his hand, and mustered a strained smile. Before either of them could speak again, the earl’s solicitor came quietly into the room.

James Taylor was a small, neat-boned young man of six-and-twenty who had recently taken over a partnership in the firm of Taylor and Sloane from his retired father. He had asked to meet with Alexandra and Geoffrey in order to go over the late earl’s will.

“My lord, Lady Alexandra,” he said now in a quiet, deferential voice. “If you would kindly take seats I will be happy to acquaint you with the provisions of His Lordship’s will.”

“Certainly,” Geoffrey replied pleasantly. He waited for Alexandra to cross the room and seat herself on the green-velvet settee that was placed catty-corner to the fireplace, then sat beside her. Mr. Taylor faced them in the large wing chair that was opposite to the settee. He smoothed the sheets of paper resting on his lap and regarded his late client’s cousin and daughter soberly.

High walls full of leather-bound books looked down on the two men and the girl. The room was rather dark, as the sun was hidden under clouds and the lamps had not yet been lit.

Mr. Taylor began. “For the most part, His Lordship’s dispositions are much as you will have expected. The title and the estate are entailed, of course, and by law must go to Lord Hartford’s closest living male relative, which, since the death of Lord Hartford’s only son, is his late cousin’s son, Mr. Geoffrey Wilton.”

There the lawyer looked at Geoffrey.

For a brief moment Geoffrey’s mind conjured up a picture of Marcus Wilton, the young man whose tragic suicide three years before was the reason all of this largesse was coming to Geoffrey.

The solicitor was going on. “I will acquaint you with the various individual bequests shortly, but I think I must first tell you of the change His Lordship made in his will last May.” The young solicitor’s blue eyes went from Alexandra’s face to Geoffrey’s, then returned again to Alexandra. “I advised him very strongly not to do this, Lady Alexandra,” he said soberly. “But His Lordship would not be swayed.”

Geoffrey frowned and glanced at Alexandra. Her dark gray eyes held an expression of apprehension.

Mr. Taylor selected a single document from among the pages in his folder. “This is the change Lord Hartford insisted upon making. It has to do with the money left to Lady Alexandra.” He lifted the paper to the level of his eyes and, in a dry monotone, he read:

“To my daughter, Lady Alexandra Wilton, I bequeath all of my unentailed funds and properties…”

A gasp from Alexandra caused the solicitor to look up. He held up his hand to stop her from speaking and said a little grimly, “I have not finished reading the bequest, my lady.”

Geoffrey swallowed hard. Surely his uncle could not have wished to bankrupt his heir?

The young solicitor continued:

“…on the condition that Lady Alexandra agrees to marry the seventh Earl of Wilton within eight months of my death. Should she refuse to do this, then I bequeath all said funds and properties to the Jockey Club to be used as it sees fit.”

Geoffrey stared at the lawyer, his mind in a daze. Could he possibly have heard correctly?

“Are you saying that Alexandra must marry me in order to receive her inheritance?” he inquired in a shaken voice.

“That is what the earl wished, my lord,” Mr. Taylor replied. “And you must marry her if you wish to have enough money to keep Gayles and live according to your station.”

Geoffrey shot a quick glance at his cousin’s profile. She was looking stunned.

“Is this legal, Taylor?” he demanded.

“I am very much afraid that it is, my lord,” James Taylor replied unhappily. “I did my best to talk His Lordship out of making this demand, but…well, as you must know, His Lordship was not an easy man to convince once his mind was made up.”

The two young men looked at each other in perfect comprehension. Then, at the exact same moment, they turned to Alexandra.

“The Jockey Club?” she said. Her tone was incredulous. “Are you saying that if Geoff and I don’t marry, all of Papa’s unentailed money and property will go to the Jockey Club?”

“I am afraid that is what will happen, Lady Alexandra.”

A little color crept into Alexandra’s pale cheeks. “When did you say my father inserted this into his will, Mr. Taylor?”

“In May, Lady Alexandra.”

“I knew it!” Alexandra’s gray eyes darkened. “He did this right after I refused to marry Lord Barrington.”

The solicitor concurred. “He was very upset with you, I’m afraid. My hope was that either you or your cousin would marry and thus force the earl to change this…extraordinary…stipulation. But he died before any changes could be made.”

Alexandra stood up. “If this isn’t just like Papa,” she said furiously. “If he weren’t already dead, I swear I would kill him myself.” And she walked out of the room.

The young men she left behind regarded each other somberly.

“The two of you will have to marry, my lord,” the solicitor said bluntly. “If you don’t, neither of you will have sufficient money to live upon.”

*

Geoffrey ran his fingers through his butter yellow hair and looked at the door through which his cousin had so precipitously exited. “I have been in love with Alexandra since I was twelve years old,” he said soberly. “The problem will not lie with me, Taylor.”

“If Lady Alexandra refuses to marry you, she will be left with virtually nothing, my lord,” Taylor said. “The income she has from her mother is not nearly enough for her to live the life she is accustomed to.”

Geoffrey gave a crooked smile. “Somehow I can’t picture Alexandra in a cottage.”

The young solicitor agreed wholeheartedly. “You must explain matters to her. She has no choice, my lord. You and she must marry.”

*

Alexandra flew up the monumental seven-foot-wide stone staircase that connected the three main floors of Gayles. Still in full flight, she sped across the length of a spectacular Elizabethan gallery, for once not pausing to look through the great windows that opened the room up to the sky and the gardens. All she wanted was to reach the safety of her bedroom, which opened off the south end of the gallery.

She had begged for this room when she was a little girl and loved it passionately. It was where she always retreated when she was upset, and today she was very upset indeed. And angry as well.

She slammed the bedroom door and stood for a moment, fists clenched, teeth clenched, eyes flashing.

How dare Papa do this to me? This isn’t the Middle Ages. He can’t make me marry someone I don’t want to.

She went to the wide window seat that gave a view of the new west entrance that had been built by her grandfather and flung herself down.

I can’t marry Geoff. It wouldn’t be right. He’s almost as much my brother as Marcus was.

Her heart was pounding with the intensity of her emotion. Her father knew how she felt about Geoffrey. How could he have bound her to a union that felt to her like sin.

I don’t have to marry anyone, she thought angrily. I have some money from Mama. I can live on that.

She thought about this for a while, her eyes on the delightful Elizabethan pavilions topped with obelisks that bordered the entrance court. Her reflections were not precisely encouraging. Alexandra had received her inheritance from her mother upon the countess’s death a few years ago; she used it to buy some of her dresses.

Her next thought was that she was not the only one affected by her father’s ultimatum. What would happen to Geoffrey if she refused to marry him?

Without the earl’s other sources of income, he would have only the rents from the farms to live on. It had always been a source of pride to Alexandra that the rent money from the estate went right back into maintaining the property. If her father’s will held, that money would have to be diverted into Geoffrey’s pocket for living expenses.

That solicitor should never have allowed Papa to put such an outrageous demand in his will, she thought. It can’t be legal. It simply can’t be.

She kicked off her soft leather slippers, swung her long legs up to the window seat, and rested her chin on her black-silk-clad knees.

Geoff and I should challenge the will, she decided. We’ll get another lawyer. This one is too young to know anything. We’ll get someone older and more experienced. This kind of a condition can’t possibly be legal. Geoff and I aren’t slaves, for heaven’s sake!

The more she thought about it, the more optimistic Alexandra became. The law would overturn this will in favor of the original one, which had to be more sensible about the disposition of money, and then she and Geoff could go their separate ways.

The stone terrace glimmered in the September sun, and the Elizabethan pavilions looked even more fantastic than usual. Alexandra felt a sharp pain in the region of her heart.

If she and Geoff were successful in overthrowing that ridiculous clause in her father’s will, she would have to leave Gayles. She knew how Geoffrey felt about her, and it wouldn’t be fair to him for her to remain if she wouldn’t marry him.

Alexandra loved Gayles. She sometimes thought that the only time she was truly happy was when she was there. She loved the beautiful old house, where her forebears had lived since it was built by her ancestor during the reign of Elizabeth. She knew and loved every rock and tree in the extensive and varied park, where she had spent so many happy hours riding her beloved horses. She knew everybody who lived in the neighborhood, from the local farmers, to the village merchants, to the upper-class families with whom her family socialized.

One of the reasons she had known that she didn’t love any of the men who wished to marry her was that she had not been willing to give up Gayles for any of them. To leave Gayles would be to uproot the deepest part of herself. It would feel like an amputation.

Someday, she had always thought, someday a man would come along whom she would be willing to follow to the ends of the earth. It was one of her most profoundly held convictions, that only her Great Love could take her away from the secure childhood safety of Gayles.

But she was twenty-one years old, almost on the shelf, and still no Great Love had come her way.

Perhaps I should marry Geoff after all, she thought forlornly. At least I would be able to live at Gayles for the rest of my life. There’s really nothing wrong with cousins marrying…

She bit her lip and forced back the tears that were rising to her eyes. The law might allow her to marry Geoffrey, but all her sense of lightness rose up in rebellion at the thought. One didn’t marry one’s brother, and that was how she felt about Geoffrey.

“Damn,” she said with violence, picked up an embroidered pillow from the window seat, and threw it at one of the posts of her bed.

Then the tears began to fall. “Oh God, Marcus,” she sobbed, thinking of her brother. “Oh God. Why did you have to die?”

*

Geoffrey consulted the most well known and respected experts in England as to the legality of his late cousin’s will. They all told him the same thing: The earl had the right to dispose of his personal property in any way he chose. Geoffrey was entitled to everything that was entailed, which included Gayles, the London town house, and several smaller properties in other counties. The Newmarket stud and the fortune Lord Hartford had made in investments were not entailed and as such could be disposed of in any way Lord Hartford wished.

If Geoffrey and Alexandra wanted the money, they would have to marry. Otherwise, it would go to the Jockey Club.

This was devastating news to Alexandra. She had put so much hope in the thought that the will would be declared invalid. Geoffrey, on the other hand, was intensely happy, a happiness he struggled to keep from showing to Alexandra as they discussed the situation in which they found themselves.

The two young people were alone in the Great Chamber after the attorney bearing the final judgment had left. It was late October, and the room was chilly. Alexandra, who was wearing her riding habit, walked over to the magnificent Portland stone fireplace that a footman had just lit and stood staring into the flames, her back to the room.

Geoffrey took two steps toward her, then stopped.

“Would our marrying really be so terrible a thing, Alex?” he asked her, his voice very gentle.

She turned to face him. “We grew up together, Geoff. I…I…just don’t think of you that way.”

“I know, but perhaps you could learn to,” he said. “I love you, Alex. You know that. Nothing in the world would make me happier than to have you for my wife.”

“It just doesn’t seem right.” She was twisting her hands together in distress.

“You need some time to get used to the idea,” he said. “I love you, Alex. You know that. I have always loved you. Can’t you try to love me back?”

“I do love you, Geoff,” she said wretchedly, turning around to face him. “I don’t want to leave you without the means to live according to your station, and, to be honest, I don’t want to live like a pauper either. But…my feelings for you are those of a sister, not a wife.”

She looked at him, her gray eyes dark with worry.

He took the last few steps that brought him to her side and took her hand. She bit her lip and allowed him to hold it. “But we aren’t sister and brother, Alex,” he said steadily. “There is absolutely nothing wrong with the two of us marrying. The Church allows it. The state allows it It is quite obvious that your father saw nothing wrong with it. The problem exists only in your own head.”

“But it’s there, Geoff,” she said.

“It’s there now, perhaps, but once we are affianced, and you begin to regard me as your husband, it will go away.” He sounded very definite.

“Do you think so?” she asked worriedly.

“I know so,” he replied. He cupped his fingers around her chin and held her face as he leaned forward to kiss her mouth. It was a terrific struggle for him not to betray the hunger he felt at the touch of her lips, but he managed to keep the kiss light.

“Once we are married, you’ll be fine,” he said huskily as he withdrew his mouth from hers. “You’ll see.”

Alexandra touched her lips with her finger and looked into the blue eyes that were almost on a level with her own.

“I hope so,” she said, but she didn’t sound convinced.
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March 1814

I have just received the most extraordinary letter,” James Taylor said, coming into his partner’s office.

Giles Sloane, the Sloane in the firm of Taylor and Sloane, looked up from his desk. He was an older man who had started the firm in partnership with James’s father. “What letter?”

“It pertains to the Hartford estate.”

Mr. Sloane rolled his eyes. “Will we never see the end of that coil? The earl had to be mad to make such a condition, but it was legal, and his heirs are bound by it. I thought we had clarified that matter sufficiently, James.”

“This letter has to do with the succession,” the younger man said. “I wish you would look at it.”

Giles Sloane took the paper his partner was holding out, settled his eyeglasses more firmly on his nose, and began to read.

Silence fell.

Then, “Good God,” Sloane said. He was still reading the letter. He finished it and looked up. “Good God,” he said again. “Can this be true?”

“I don’t know,” Taylor said unhappily. “If it is, I don’t know how I am to break the news to Lady Alexandra.”

“It will be even more difficult to break it to the poor chap who thinks he is the seventh Earl of Hartford,” Sloane said drily.

The expression on James Taylor’s young face was deeply troubled. “What do you think I should do, sir?”

Sloane reread the letter once again.

“The late earl did have a younger brother,” he said slowly. “I remember that he died under somewhat mysterious circumstances.” He frowned. “And I do believe it was in Scotland. He was buried up there. No one here has spoken of him for years.”

Taylor said, “Well, if what this letter claims is true, if he did indeed marry and have a son, then that son is the seventh earl, not Geoffrey Wilton.”

“He lives in a place called Glen Alpin,” Sloane said, frowning at the letter in his hand. “Where the devil is Glen Alpin anyway?”

“Somewhere in the Western Highlands,” Taylor returned. He held up a piece of paper. “Our correspondent has kindly sent directions.”

“The Western Highlands,” Sloane repeated, in much the same tone he would have used had he said, “Outer Mongolia.” He looked back down at the letter. “What of this person, this Archibald Douglas, who has written to you? Are you sure he is reputable?”

“As you see, he claims he is a professor who taught Niall MacDonald, as this new heir is apparently called, at the University of Edinburgh. He appears to be a reputable source, sir. If you notice, he has offered us other names as references.”

Sloane blew out of his nose. “If what he writes is true, then why did this Niall MacDonald not contact us himself?”

“According to Douglas, Niall MacDonald does not know he is Hartford’s heir. Up until three years ago, remember, Hartford’s son was the heir. Apparently Niall does not know of Marcus Wilton’s death.”

“Hmmm.” Sloane’s expression was distinctly skeptical. “Then why did this Mr. Archibald Douglas not write to MacDonald himself and leave it to the new heir to make his presence known?”

Taylor, who had been standing all this while in front of his partner’s desk, now sat down in one of the office chairs. “I don’t know why. He doesn’t say.”

Sloane regarded his young colleague over the top of his glasses.

“What do you think we should do, sir?” Taylor said.

Sloane sighed. “Unfortunately, we don’t have any choice in the matter, my boy. This letter has too much substance to be dismissed out of hand. Lady Alexandra and her cousin must be told of this new claim, then someone will have to go to Scotland to verify if there was indeed a legal marriage between Edward Wilton and this Niall MacDonald’s mother. If such a marriage did in fact take place, then the new earl must be informed of his good fortune.”

Taylor’s slight form shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “Sir…what about the marriage stipulation in the earl’s will? Surely the earl’s intention was that Lady Alexandra marry Geoffrey Wilton. He would never have expected her to marry a stranger.”

“Perhaps not,” Sloan said gloomily. “But what he wrote was that Lady Alexandra must marry ‘the seventh earl.’ And if this Niall MacDonald is in fact the seventh earl, she will have to marry him if she wants her money.”

Taylor leaned forward. “What if he is already married?”

Sloane tapped his nose thoughtfully. At last he opined, “If he is already married, we may have cause to set aside that infamous clause. We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it, however. Your duty now is to inform Lady Alexandra and her cousin of this new development. Then you will have to travel to Scotland and ascertain if this Niall Macdonald is in fact the legitimate son of Edward Wilton.”

“This is terrible,” Taylor muttered. “Simply terrible. Poor Lady Alexandra.”

“It is a damnable situation, I agree, but our duty is to follow the law,” Sloane said briskly. “If I were you, my boy, I would pay a visit to Gayles this afternoon. Then you had better make plans to travel north. There are but two months before the time stipulated by the late earl will be up, you know.”

James Taylor’s young face looked miserable, but he nodded and went to call for his trap in order to drive out to Gayles.

*

Alexandra had just entered the house when she was stopped by her butler, who informed her that Mr. Taylor had called and requested to see both her and His Lordship.

“I have put him in the library, Lady Alexandra, and I believe His Lordship has already joined him,” Stokes said.

“Thank you, Stokes,” Alexandra replied with her usual courtesy. She had come in through the west entrance of Gayles and proceeded to walk down the corridor and mount the stone steps to the second floor.

She was wearing her oldest riding habit, and her hair had blown into a tangle around her shoulders, but she didn’t bother stopping to change or tidy up. Alexandra rarely thought about her appearance—a privilege afforded to those rare few who knew that no matter what, they always looked beautiful.

What can that bloody man want now? was her thought as she walked past the magnificent second-floor drawing room which, in the time of Elizabeth, had functioned as Gayles’s Great Chamber.

Alexandra would never forgive James Taylor for allowing her father to insert that abominable clause in his will.

She stopped for a moment outside the library door, reluctant to go in. In her experience, solicitors rarely brought good news. After a moment, she drew a deep breath, straightened her shoulders, and pushed open the door. Inside two men were standing in front of one of the great windows and, as they turned toward her, an all-too-familiar fog of depression settled around Alexandra.

Will it be like this for the rest of my life? she thought drearily. Will nothing ever have color for me again?

“Stokes said you wished to see me, Mr. Taylor,” she said to the young solicitor.

“Yes, Lady Alexandra.” The attorney looked distinctly distressed. “I am afraid that I am not the bearer of good news.”

“Somehow I didn’t expect that you would be,” she replied resignedly.

Geoffrey said, “Come and sit down, Alex.” He came to put a protective hand on her arm and lead her toward the green settee in front of the fireplace.

All of Alexandra’s ease in the presence of this cousin whom she loved as a brother had disappeared in the light of their engagement. Geoffrey had been heroically restrained in his behavior toward her, but she saw how he looked at her, and she knew how he felt Her own feelings were a mixture of guilt that she could not care for him as he cared for her and deep unease at the idea of his touching her like a lover. She had hoped that Geoffrey was right and that her feelings toward him would change, but they hadn’t.

Mr. Taylor said, “This morning I received a very disturbing letter from Scotland.” Then he went on to tell his clients what he had learned from the Edinburgh professor.

Alexandra stared at Taylor as he explained that he would be traveling to Scotland to verify this claim and that, if it were indeed true, he would bring the new earl south to take up his inheritance.

“Do you mean that, if this man, this son of my uncle, does actually exist, then he and not Geoffrey will be the next earl?” she said in astonishment.

“That is exactly so, Lady Alexandra,” Taylor replied.

Alexandra’s immediate reaction was one of gratitude.

I don’t have to marry Geoffrey, she thought with intense relief. I don’t have to marry Geoffrey.

She looked at her betrothed and saw that he was deathly pale. A twinge of familiar guilt went through her at her own reaction. This was devastating news for poor Geoffrey.

“I am so sorry…er…my lord,” Taylor said, evidently deciding to accord Geoffrey the title until it was conclusively proved that he did not deserve it. “I would not have had this happen for the world, but we had no inkling that another claimant existed.”

Geoffrey shocked her by asking, “Does this mean that Alex must marry this new earl?”

“Of course not,” Alexandra replied immediately. “Papa never meant that!”

The solicitor was silent.

Alexandra glared at him. “Surely that is not so, Mr. Taylor. My father did not desire me to marry someone I do not know!”

“Unfortunately, Lady Alexandra, the late earl did not specifically name Mr. Geoffrey Wilton as the man you were to marry,” Taylor replied apologetically. “The wording in the will reads: ‘the seventh earl.’ If this new claimant is in fact the seventh earl, then your father’s stipulation will still hold.”

Alex stared at him, utterly appalled. “You can’t be serious?”

“I am afraid that I am, Lady Alexandra,” the solicitor said unhappily. “It is most unfortunate, I agree, but the terms of the will are clear.”

“Geoffrey,” Alex demanded, turning to her cousin, “can’t you do something about this?”

Geoffrey’s eyes were blank with shock. He didn’t answer.

The solicitor’s sympathetic eyes went from Geoffrey’s white face to Alexandra’s. “If a valid marriage can be proved to have taken place between your uncle and this Maire MacDonald, and if a son was indeed born to them after that marriage, then there is nothing to be done, Lady Alexandra. Their son is the late earl’s closest male relative, and, under the entailment, the title and property must go to him.”

“Including me?” Alexandra said in horror.

Next to her, Geoffrey moved. “What if this fellow is already married, Taylor?”

“If he is already married, then I think we will have a case for setting aside the marriage clause,” the solicitor replied.

Alexandra began to breathe again.

“How old is this person?” she demanded.

“I believe he is twenty-five, Lady Alexandra.”

She waved her hand dismissively. “They probably get married at a young age in the Highlands. What else is there to do in such a wilderness?”

James Taylor did not reply.

“When can we expect to learn the truth of this claim?” Geoffrey asked in a tense voice.

“I am planning to leave for Scotland immediately, my lord,” the solicitor assured him. “I hope to return within the month.”

Alex leaned against the green-velvet back of the settee and stared straight ahead. “I can’t quite take this in,” she said.

“It is indeed a shock,” Taylor replied. “Allow me to remind you both, however, that this is by no means a sure thing. First I must confirm that there was indeed a valid marriage between Edward Wilton and this MacDonald girl. The Scots have a number of ah…arrangements…that they refer to as marriage but which are not recognized as such in English law.”

“Is that so?” Geoffrey said hopefully. A little color crept back into his face.

“Yes, my lord. It is very possible that even if there was a union that produced an offspring, the union was not what our law would recognize as a legal marriage.”

Alex’s eyes went from the face of the solicitor to the face of her cousin. It occurred to her that she didn’t know how she wanted this situation to resolve itself.

She didn’t want to marry Geoffrey, and the presence of another heir would get her off that particular hook.

On the other hand, she hated the thought of her beloved Gayles in the hands of some Scottish stranger.

She gave no thought at all to the idea that she might be forced to marry this newfound cousin of hers. As far as she was concerned, that was not a possibility she would dream of considering.

*

The easiest way to reach the west of Scotland, even in March, was by sea. Two days after he had spoken to Alexandra and Geoffrey, James Taylor sailed out of Blackpool on a boat that took him up the west coast of England and into the Scottish waters of the Firth of Clyde. At Troon he was able to hire a local boat to take him through the Sound of Jura, the Firth of Lome, and up to the head of Loch Linnhe, where Fort William, the town the English had built after the first Jacobite uprising of the last century, was located.

For almost the entire trip the sky had been full of rain and the waters rough, but James Taylor was young and, to his good fortune, turned out to have a steady stomach. The farther north he traveled, the more he felt as if he had slipped away from civilization and entered into an ancient and primitive world. The rain-lashed Scottish shoreline looked bleak and empty, and the stark mountains that soared above him as his ship traveled toward Fort William were stark and bare.

In a wild and eerie way, it was beautiful, but Taylor shuddered at the thought of actually passing the whole of one’s life in such desolate surroundings.

Fort William, at least, was a recognizable town, with a decent inn and a horse to hire. Taylor spent a night there, and the following morning, in cold, blowy sunshine, he left to travel north along General Wade’s military road to Fort Augustus, the other town built by the English to control the Great Glen, the lifeline of the Highlands. Fort Augustus was situated at the southernmost tip of Loch Ness, that long arm of the sea that made up the northern part of the Great Glen, just as Loch Linnhe made up the southern part. Fort Augustus was a town quite similar to Fort William, except the inn was not as good.

It was late afternoon when Taylor exited from the Royal Stag to seek out a local solicitor. He made his way along the windy street, peering at the shops and looking for the name of Mr. Walter Erskine. Taylor had been able to travel from Fort William to Fort Augustus without an escort, but from now on he would need assistance. According to the extremely sketchy information Archibald Douglas had provided in his letter, Niall MacDonald was to be found at a place called Glen Alpin, which lay in the mountains to the west of Fort Augustus. There did not appear to be any main road that led to Glen Alpin.

Gold lettering on a sign proclaimed that Taylor had found his quarry, and he pushed open the shop door and went in. A rotund man with bushy black hair and glasses looked up from his desk and peered nearsightedly at the door.

“Mr. Erskine?” Taylor asked tentatively.

“Aye, I’m Erskine,” the man answered in a broad Lowland accent. “What do ye want?”

“My name is James Taylor, and I am an English solicitor,” Taylor said, coming all the way into the room. “I am in search of a young man named Niall MacDonald, and I was hoping you could help me locate him.”

Erskin regarded Taylor suspiciously. “And what would an English solicitor be wantin’ wi’ young Niall?”

“It is a matter of an inheritance,” Taylor replied circumspectly.

“What kind o’ inheritance?” Erskine demanded rudely.

Taylor hesitated, annoyed by the question, then decided that there could be no harm in telling this man the truth. Unfortunately, he did not seem the sort to offer assistance to a stranger out of the goodness of his heart.

“I represent the estate of George Wilton, the late Earl of Hartford,” Taylor said. “It has come to our attention that the father of Niall MacDonald may have been the late earl’s younger brother, Edward. If this is indeed true, and if this Niall was born in lawful wedlock, then he is the new earl.”

The Scotsman’s mouth dropped open. “Ye canna be serious, mon,” he said, his accent growing thicker with surprise.

“I am perfectly serious. If you can give me any assistance in this matter, I should be grateful.”

Erskine closed his mouth. “I didn’a ken that Niall was anything but a MacDonald.”

“I need to meet with Mr. MacDonald to inform him of this situation,” Taylor said patiently. “It is essential for us to know whether or not Edward Wilton was his father and, if he was, if he was legally married to Niall’s mother.”

“Mon, would I like to see old GlenAlpin’s face when he hears o’ this!” Erskine said with a glint of malicious glee in his eyes.

Taylor felt distinctly uneasy about that glee. “I’m afraid I don’t understand you,” he said a little frostily.

“GlenAlpin is the MacDonald chief in these parts,” Erskine informed him. “He’s also young Niall’s grandda. He willna like some Sassenach lord tryin t’ tak his lad awa frae him.”

“I didn’t think there were any chiefs left in the Highlands,” Taylor said in some surprise.

“There’s no a lot of them. GlenAlpin is a century behind his time.” A distinctly sardonic expression came across the solicitor’s face. “The clan reveres him.”

Taylor tried to get down to business. “If I sent a message to Mr. MacDonald, do you think that he would come to visit me here in Fort Augustus?”

The Scots lawyer hooted. “Naw, I dinna think he will come, Mr. Taylor. If ye want to see Niall MacDonald, ye must gae to him.”

“Can you tell me how I might do that, sir?” Taylor asked with dogged courtesy.

“Ye’ll need a guide. The way to Loch Alpin leads over the mountains.”

“Could you procure a guide for me, sir?” Taylor asked, hanging on to his courteous tone with difficulty. The Scotsman was annoying him intensely.

“Ach, I think I can do that for ye. It will cost ye a pretty penny, though.”

“I am prepared to pay for guide service,” Taylor said austerely.

“Verra weel. I will hae someone here for ye tomorra morn. If that is no too soon?”

“Tomorrow morning will be fine,” Taylor said evenly. “I appreciate your assistance, sir.”

The lawyer grinned.

Taylor bowed and left the office before he said something he knew he would regret.
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The following morning, in the office of Walter Erskine, Taylor met his guide: a dark, wiry Glen Alpin clansman named Alan MacDonald. Rather to Taylor’s disappointment, Alan was garbed in a saffron shirt and brown-woolen trews. Taylor had been expecting to see a man wearing a kilt ever since he arrived at Fort William, but so far the only plaids he had seen were blanket-type garments that both men and women wore around their shoulders and over their heads.

“Y’er verra fortunate that Alan here was in Fort Augustus,” Erskine said. “He’s just noo goin’ hame and has agreed to tak ye wi’ him.”

“That is wonderful,” Taylor said, giving the young clansman a friendly smile.

Dark brown eyes regarded him with suspicion and disapproval. “I have a pony for you,” Alan said. “The way will be rough for a Sassenach.”

To Taylor’s surprise, the clansman’s English was considerably better than the English spoken by the Lowland lawyer. A strange but attractive rhythm was the only sign in Alan’s speech that gave away the fact that Gaelic and not English was his native language.

It was raining, as it frequently was in the Highlands, and as they prepared to leave the shelter of the lawyer’s office, Alan presented Taylor with a red-plaid blanket. “It will keep you dry,” he said, flinging an identical blanket around his own shoulders and striding out into the wet street Imitating his action with the plaid, Taylor followed.

They made their way through the gloomy streets down to the shore of Loch Ness, where Alan had four ponies picketed. Taylor stood watching the rain-lashed waters of the loch while the clansman untied the pony that bore a saddle and brought it over to him.

“But where is your pony?” Taylor asked, looking at the loaded pack ponies that remained.

From under his plaid, Alan gave him a look of magnificent scorn. “I will walk,” he said.

“Oh,” said Taylor. “Ah.”

The Englishman mounted the small, shaggy pony. He was not a tall man but his feet almost touched the ground. He knew he must make a ridiculous sight, sitting wrapped in a plaid blanket upon a pony that was much too small for him, and was profoundly grateful that no one he knew was there to see him.

Alan picked up the lead of the first pack pony and turned away from Loch Ness toward the mountains that lay to its west.

The trip from Fort Augustus to Glen Alpin was something that Taylor never forgot. The road they took was a rough track that snaked between the mountains and across wild, heather-strewn hills and moors. The going was rough, but the scenery was stupendous. The blues and purples of the snowcapped mountains formed a magnificent backdrop to the glens, which were adorned with beautiful little lochs and streams and small waterfalls.

To Taylor’s amazement, all of this magnificent landscape appeared to be utterly devoid of human habitation. The only living creatures Taylor saw, besides the birds that circled overhead, were herds of sheep.

He remembered reading in the English newspapers that many of the Highland landlords were clearing their lands of people in order to raise hardy Cheviot sheep. There had been huge emigrations from Scotland to Canada in the last twenty or so years, as the native Highlanders had been forced to seek their living on foreign soil.

In general, the English papers had seemed to approve of this policy. Sheep were profitable; clansmen were not.

After they had been three hours out of Fort Augustus, the rain finally stopped, and as they passed over the low grassy hills that led from Glen Moriston into Glen Alpin, the sun actually peeked out. It was at this point that Taylor saw his first sign of human life: a cluster of mud-walled houses with thatched roofs nestling by the side of a small loch. There was a group of women sitting in a patch of sun that had broken through the high clouds, and a number of small children played nearby.

“Those are the first people that we have seen since we left Fort Augustus,” he commented to his guide.

“That is because we are now on the lands of Mac-Mhic-Donnail,” Alan said. His face bore an oddly fierce expression. “The chief of Glen Alpin is still a father to his clan.” He shot Taylor a dark look. “Unlike some others I could name.”

Taylor forebore to comment. As they crossed the low grassy hills that formed the entrance into Glen Alpin, instead of sheep he saw herds of Highland cattle dotting the landscape. They also passed several more small villages, which Alan called clachans, and once again Taylor saw women and children.

“Where are the men?” he asked his guide.

“Hunting,” came the bland reply.

The path they were following had become quite steep, and Taylor leaned forward to help his sturdy little pony make the climb. Alan stopped at the top and waited for Taylor to join him.

“There,” he said, “is the home of Mac-Mhic-Donnail.”

The curve of the valley below was like a great green-and-purple bowl, in the center of which was a jewel of a long, stunningly beautiful loch. To the south and north of the loch, peak after peak of snow-tipped mountains stretched away as far as the eye could see. The hazy light from the afternoon sky reflected off the glistening water in tints of pale gold and lavender. The loch was so long that it disappeared from view as it curved northwest into the hills.

On the north shore of the loch, a great stone castle reared up from a promontory that jutted out into the water. Framed by the mountains behind it, the castle’s image was reflected perfectly in the still, golden waters of the loch.

Taylor’s breath caught audibly.

“That is Eilean Darrach,” Alan said proudly as he looked at the castle. “The home of Mac-Mhic-Donnail.”

By now Taylor had figured out that Mac-Mhic-Donnail was the Gaelic name for the Chief of Glen Alpin.

“Is this also the home of the chief’s grandson, Niall MacDonald?” he asked his guide.

Once more Alan directed a suspicious look at the lawyer. Finally, he answered shortly, “It is.” Then, tugging on the leadline of his pony, he began the descent into the glen.

The English lawyer, who had been fascinated by castles ever since he was a boy, stared at this unexpected home of the Chief of Glen Alpin as they approached it from the shoreline track. The main part of the castle, which Taylor judged was probably the original part, was a five-story granite keep. The other castle structure, which Taylor thought might be original, was a small circular guard tower. These two ancient stone buildings were connected by a four-story wing, which Taylor recognized as a more modern addition.

“Do you know when the castle was built?” he asked his guide as they approached the narrow promontory upon which Eilean Darrach was perched.

“A long time ago,” was the unhelpful answer.

The ponies turned onto the graveled stone road that crossed the promontory, forming the only access by land to the castle. Two golden eagles wheeled in the air around the circular tower. Above them the sky had turned intensely blue.

For a brief moment, Taylor regretted that he had no artistic skill. What a painting this would have made!

The promontory widened as they reached the end of the road, and the gravel turned into grass, which went right up to the walls of the castle. Alan stopped the ponies, and two men, who had been carrying water, put down their buckets and came to join them.

“You can get off now,” Alan said to his English charge.

The minute Taylor’s feet touched the ground, his knees buckled, and he staggered. The three clansmen looked at him impassively until he recovered himself.

As Alan gave instructions in Gaelic to the two men who had joined them, Taylor looked around. A few simple touches bore witness to the fact that the castle was a home and not a monument. On the rocks along the sunny side of the causeway, laundry had been spread to dry and, sitting upon a bench at a little distance from the west side of the castle, two women were churning butter.

There was a mammoth oak door set into the stone front of the great keep, but Alan led the way to a smaller door placed in the middle of the wing connecting the keep to the tower. He went in through the door, motioning for Taylor to follow him.

Inside, the Englishman found himself in a dark, oak-paneled hall with a fireplace that had two carved chairs placed on either side of it. Several stags’ heads sporting enormous antlers hung upon the walls. There was no fire in the fireplace, and the room was colder than it had been outdoors in the sunshine. Taylor found the atmosphere extremely depressing.

Alan said, “I will see if I can find Mac-Mhic-Donnail,” and disappeared through a door in the west wall of the hall, leaving Taylor to huddle in his blanket and contemplate the glassy-eyed stags’ heads in silent disgust. He was not an admirer of taxidermy.

It was at least twenty minutes before Alan came back, bringing with him a splendid-looking old man with a great mane of iron gray hair and a beak of a nose. To Taylor’s delight, the chief wore a kilt of the same plaid as his and Alan’s blankets.

“Mac-Mhic-Donnail,” Alan said formally, “this is the Sassenach lawyer, Mr. James Taylor.”

Alan’s manner made Taylor feel as if he were being presented to a prince or a king. He had to restrain himself from bowing.

The old man looked at him sternly. His iron gray eyebrows were almost as formidable looking as his nose. “And what do you wish with me, sir?” he asked in a deep voice.

“I represent the estate of the Earl of Hartford.” Taylor paused, not sure what to call this imposing old man. Finally he added, “Mac-Mhic-Donnail.”

A thundercloud had settled upon the formidable old face at the words Earl of Hartford.

“Come with me,” the chief said abruptly and, turning, led the way into the next room, closing the door behind them.

This room was sparsely furnished with uncomfortable-looking carved oak chairs and a large oak table. The wooden floor was covered with a tattered-looking rug.
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