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The rose of all the world is not for me.

I want for my part

Only the little white rose of Scotland

That smells sharp and sweet—and breaks the heart.

—Hugh MacDiarmid

The Rose of All the World


I

Scotland and England, 1745

He either fear his Fate too much,

Or his Deserts are small,

That puts it not unto the Touch,

To win or lose it all.

—James Graham,

Marquis of Montrose


Chapter 1

The January day was cold and unusually windless. The brilliant blue Highland sky looked down on two figures riding sturdy hill ponies along the shores of Loch Morar. Suddenly a feminine voice called out, clear as a chime in the thin, cold air, “Can’t catch me!” There came a whoop of joy from the other figure and the two ponies exploded into action.

Lady Vanessa MacIan laughed breathlessly as she led her brother on a chase along the hard white sand, across pools of ice that glinted between rocks, down to the very edge of the water where the small white-crested waves rolled up onto the frozen shore. Her long black hair streamed out from under her Highland bonnet, the only sign that the slender figure in tartan trews and enveloping plaid was not a boy.

Niall cornered her against some rocks, tagged her, and whirled away, with Van giving chase this time. The dogs who were with them barked and jumped and raced alongside, delighted by the game. The riders finally subsided, both bent over gasping for breath. The ponies’ breath was steamy vapor in the cold air. The dogs, seeing the fun was over for the minute, went down to the water’s edge to sniff around.

“We haven’t played that game in years,” Niall finally said.

“You haven’t been home in years,” Van retorted. “You were playing in Paris, not in Morar. And I’ll wager you didn’t play the same games in France, either, my dear brother.”

Niall’s face took on a look of exaggerated dignity. “I was in Paris for an education, not to play games, little sister.”

Van’s fine lips curled in a distinctly sardonic look. “You were,” she agreed ironically.

Niall grinned. “I did attend some lectures, you know.” The two ponies began to walk side by side along the sand. “Alan was more diligent than I,” he added with seeming casualness. He looked at his sister out of the corner of his eye.

“That doesn’t surprise me,” Van returned serenely.

“Father said this morning that the MacDonalds are coming to Morar tomorrow.” Niall gave his sister another look.

“All of them?”

“Well, Lochaber and Lady MacDonald…and Alan.” The Chief of Lochaber was a friend of Lord Morar’s, and Alan MacDonald, his eldest son, had been at the University of Paris with Niall for the last three years. Niall went on, “We’ve been home only six weeks, and I’ve seen as much of Alan as I did in Paris.”

“He must miss you,” Van said imperturbably.

“It’s not Morar’s son that Alan is interested in,” Niall returned mischievously. “For some unfathomable reason, Van dear, Alan is interested in you.”

“And whom are you interested in?” Van asked, neatly turning the tables. She did not wish to discuss Alan MacDonald. “Who is this mysterious French lady who keeps sending you letters? Mother is getting worried. Home six weeks and you’ve already had three letters from Paris—and all in the same feminine handwriting.”

Niall looked uncomfortable. “Nobody Mother need concern herself with,” he mumbled.

“Oh?” Van gave him a shrewd look. “You’re not in trouble, Niall, are you? Or gotten some wretched girl in trouble?”

“No! No, it’s nothing like that.” His handsome face, reddened with cold, looked more uncomfortable still. “It’s just a girl I lived with in Paris,” he said in a burst of confidence. “Dash it all, Van, she was a girl off the streets! I took her in, and she kept house for me and cooked and…and…well, you know. When I left I gave her all the money I could spare. But she keeps writing how she loves me, and misses me…” His voice trailed off. “I wish she’d just leave me alone,” he said after a minute.

Van felt a stab of pity for the poor little French girl. “Is she in want of anything?” she asked.

“No. I left her a decent sum of money.” He seemed to come to himself. “I shouldn’t have told you all this,” he said guiltily.

“On the contrary,” Van replied, “it’s a good thing you did. I’ll reassure Mother. And the letters will stop after a while if you don’t answer them.” She looked at him curiously. “Didn’t you care for her at all?”

“Care for her?” He looked surprised. “Well, she was pretty. And nice. And…convenient.”

“I see,” Van replied dryly. Poor little girl, she thought again. Niall had graced her with his good looks and his careless charm and had hardly even noticed her at all.

“I really shouldn’t have told you that,” Niall said, turning to look at her. “It’s not at all the sort of story one should share with one’s younger sister. The thing is…”

“Yes?” She looked at him a little haughtily. Van had always felt Niall’s equal in everything.

“The thing is…you’re not just a younger sister. You’re a friend.” Van looked up quickly and he grinned at her. Then he glanced at the sky. “Come on,” he said. “If we’re late to tea, Father will be furious.”

*

Frances MacIan, Countess of Morar, found her husband waiting for her when she came into the drawing room for tea. She paused for a moment on the threshold to watch him as, back to her, he rearranged a log on the fire. Even after twenty-four years, she thought, her heart still caught at the sight of him.

The earl was dressed for evening in his good scarlet tartan kilt and black velvet coat. His dark hair, more gray now than black, was tied neatly back in a queue with a black velvet ribbon. He sensed her presence in the doorway and his head turned.

She smiled and came into the room. “Hello, darling.”

He smiled back, his face softening as it did only for her. He answered her and they took their seats, speaking in English, as usual. Frances, although she had learned to speak Gaelic quite well, was more comfortable in her native tongue.

The tea table was laid as customary at a little distance from the fire. One could not sit too close to the drawing-room fire, no matter how cold the day. The fireplace opening was so wide that half a dozen people could stand there easily and the fire that burned in it was blazingly fierce.

Alasdair looked around and frowned. “Where are the children?” he asked. At that moment Niall came around the embroidered screen Frances had placed at the drawing-room door to keep the fire from dragging a huge draft across the room.

“Good evening, Mother,” he said. “Good evening, Father.”

Frances looked with pride and love at the figure of her son crossing the room toward her. Built like his father, of medium height, slim and strong, he was also dressed in a scarlet kilt and velvet jacket. The hair neatly tied at the nape of his neck was ebony black. He bent to kiss his mother’s cheek and she looked up into his dark, fine-boned face. He took his seat and Frances poured him a cup of tea. Alasdair frowned again. “Where is Van?” he demanded.

On cue from the doorway came Van’s voice. “Right here, Father.” Three dogs came in with her, two Highland deerhounds and a spaniel. The dogs advanced toward the fire with dignity and took up what were obviously their usual places. Van sat down, and the earl and Niall, who had risen at her entrance, resumed their own seats.

Van was dressed for the evening as well in a gold satin evening dress. Her black hair was braided into a crown on top of her head, leaving the lines of her jaw and throat and cheekbones clear and uncluttered.

She was so beautiful, Van, Frances thought as she gave her daughter her tea. So beautiful and so unaware of her beauty. Unlike her brother, who was all too conscious of the power of his careless smile.

They were so alike, her children. Both slim and dark, with the same fine bones, the same high-bridged straight nose and light eyes under coal-black brows and lashes. So alike and yet so different.

It was Van she worried for. Niall was comfortably placed in the male Highland society of his father. One day Niall would be chief, and he would be good at it. He had his father’s example to follow. But Van… What was Van going to do with her life?

The huge fire crackled and a log fell. Alasdair said gravely, “I received a message today from Lochiel. Murray of Broughton is to be at Achnacarry on Friday.”

Niall put his teacup down with a small click. His face was blazing. “Any news of the prince, Father?”

Alasdair’s face did not mirror his son’s excitement. “We will see on Friday,” he replied. “I shall bring Lochaber as well, since he is to be here.”

Van’s great light eyes were fixed on her father. “Has Murray come from France, Father?”

“Aye,” said Alasdair. “He has.”

Frances suppressed a sigh. Ever since England had declared war on France over the Austrian succession, the Highland chiefs who were Jacobites had been hopeful of winning French aid to help restore the throne of Britain to the exiled Stuart king. Frances did not think anything would ever come of it, and she hated to see her husband wasting his hopes and his energies on such a futile cause, but she listened to him talk now and, prudently, said nothing.

She had known from the minute she met Alasdair MacIan, Earl of Morar, that he was a Jacobite. When the Stuart king, James II, had been dethroned in favor of James’s daughter Mary and her husband, William of Orange, in 1688, the MacIan family, like most of the Highland clans, had declared for the Stuarts.

But England, it seemed, did not want the Catholic Stuarts. Rather than see the Stuarts return after Queen Anne’s death, the English Parliament invited the German Elector of Hanover, a Protestant cousin of the Stuarts, to take the throne. The Highlands had risen in protest and, after an indecisive battle at Sheriffmuir, they had been put down ruthlessly by government troops. A number of peers had lost their heads.

Alasdair had fought at Sheriffmuir. Frances watched her husband now as he talked to his children, his dark, arresting head rimmed by the light of the fire, and her heart contracted for him. He had been twenty years old when, after Sheriffmuir, he and his father, the third earl, had been forced to flee to France for safety. The earl had died in France. Two years after Sheriffmuir the government had granted pardon to all exiled rebels and Alasdair had returned to Scotland. He had lived quietly ever since, administering his vast property, dispensing justice and charity to all his clan, the very model of an enlightened Highland chief.

But in his veins throbbed the passionate, vengeful, long-memoried blood of the Celt. He had not forgotten. And he had passed his loyalties and his dedication on to his children. For as long as there were schemes and plans to restore the Stuarts to the throne of Britain, the MacIans would be in them.

Alasdair, Niall, and Van had switched to Gaelic, unconscious most probably that they had changed languages. It was at moments like these that Frances was most conscious of being a stranger. It was not that she could not understand what her husband and children were saying—she understood Gaelic perfectly—but she could not feel what they were feeling. She was English, and the gentler, more moderate blood of the south ran in her veins.

She looked from her husband’s face to her daughter’s. It was because she was English, Frances thought, and had known another sort of life besides the Highlands, that she wanted more for Van.

Alasdair himself was not untraveled or uneducated. He could speak Gaelic and English and French. He knew Greek and Latin. He, like Niall, had studied at the University of Paris. He drank French claret and wore French lace at his throat and could dance as well as any English courtier. But his life was his land and his clan, and he ruled over both with as much authority as did any king.

It was a life he loved, and Niall loved it as well. But it was a relentlessly masculine world and Frances could see no place in it for her daughter.

Yet how to approach Alasdair on this matter? How to suggest to him that life in the Highlands was inadequate for Van without also suggesting that it was inadequate for her as well?

For it was not. She missed many things, true, but she had always had him. A great love, the kind they had, made up for so much. If Van should find that kind of love, Frances would not be so concerned for her. But there was no one in their circle that Frances could see who was likely to awaken that kind of feeling in her daughter.

Alasdair said something and Niall laughed. Van’s face was serious, intent on what her father was saying. They all three appeared perfectly oblivious of Frances.

The thought that Van should go on a visit to her cousin Katherine in England had come to Frances several months ago. She had pondered it silently for weeks and had finally written to Katherine. Katherine’s answer had come that morning. Her cousin would be delighted to have Van come for a visit in the spring.

The problem now, Frances thought, as she sat at her tea table that cold January night, the problem now was to convince Alasdair that Van should go.

*

Frances was the first one to retire for the night. She left Alasdair and Niall playing a game of chess and Van reading a book by the drawing-room fire and, putting her lined velvet cloak over her shoulders, began the journey to her bedroom.

The name of the castle in which the MacIans lived was Creag an Fhithich, in English, Raven’s Rock. It was very old and so full of turrets and lofty buildings, spires, and towers that it was more like a small city than a single building. The original keep had been built in 1220 by Alexander II to protect the coast against attacks by Norse and Danish raiders, and shortly thereafter it had passed into the hands of the MacIan family, where it had remained until the present day. Successive generations of MacIans had added a variety of wings to the central tower and they radiated outward like the arms of an octopus, all of different styles, all built on different levels.

Rooms led off other rooms, passages twisted, stairs spiraled dizzily. And all the passages and unused rooms were bitterly, frigidly cold, so that Frances’ cloak was a necessity and not a decoration.

Her own room, when finally she reached it, was lit by a blazing fire and Frances was able to put aside her cloak and comfortably let her maid undress her and brush her yard-long brown hair. As yet she had found only a stray gray hair in the shining mass, an encouraging sign, she thought. Alasdair had been far more gray at forty-four. Now, at age fifty, he was as much gray as black. But gray hair didn’t age a man the way it did a woman, Frances thought. No one in his right mind would ever think of Alasdair as old.

Frances got into the big bed, warmed for her by brass warming pans, and pulled the covers up to her chin. She stared absently at the fire as the maid put away her things. The girl did not put out water for, once the fire died down, the temperature in the room would freeze a jug of water solid by morning. Margaret would be back before Frances arose to relight the fire and to pour hot water into the washbasin.

“Good night, my lady,” the girl murmured.

“Good night, Margaret,” Frances replied kindly, and watched as the girl left the room. Once she was alone, however, Frances did not settle herself to sleep. She lay propped against her pillows, gazing into the fire and thinking.

An hour later she was still in the same position when there came a draft of cold air from the door and she turned to see her husband enter the room.

“Awake still, m’eudail?” he asked in surprise. “You went to bed an hour ago.”

“I know. I’ve been dreaming a little, I think.” She smiled at him and he came across the room to look down into her face.

“Were you now?” His voice was soft and the hand that reached out to touch the shining top of her hair was gentle. He was a hard man in many ways, authoritarian, inflexible, demanding; but with her he was always so gentle. He went over to the window and opened it. No matter how frigid the night, Alasdair always slept with an open window.

“Are you worrying yourself about that woman of Niall’s in Paris?” he asked. He took off his coat and began to unbutton his shirt.

“No.” She took a slow breath. “It’s not Niall who worries me.”

His hands stopped and he looked up. “Oh? Who is worrying you, then, mo cridhe?”

“Van.”

“Van?” His black brows rose in surprise. “What has Van done?”

“It’s not what she has done, Alasdair, it’s what she hasn’t done that worries me. Do you realize that apart from a few trips to Edinburgh over the years, she has never left the Highlands?”

He was frowning now. “Why should she leave the Highlands? She loves it here. You know that.”

“Yes, I know that.” She leaned a little toward him in her earnestness. “Van’s heart is as strongly rooted here as your own. But that doesn’t mean she shouldn’t be exposed to other places, other cultural influences. She should see something of the world, darling, just for her own education. After all, we sent Niall to Paris for that reason.”

“Niall is a boy. It’s right that he know something of the world.”

“Van should have her opportunity too,” Frances insisted. “When I was a girl I was taken to concerts, the theater, the opera, and I led a very sheltered life. Van has had none of those experiences, and she would love them, Alasdair.”

He had finished unbuttoning his shirt, but he made no move to take it off. “Do you want to send her to Edinburgh?” he asked.

“No.” She spoke with calm determination. “I want her to go on a visit to my cousin Katherine in England.”

His face closed. “England,” he said. “I do not want Van to go to England.”

Well, she had known how it would be. Still, she must make him see this her way. “England is not the inferno, Alasdair,” she said, “and my cousin is not the devil. I am English, if you remember. You didn’t mind that when you married me.”

“You are different,” he replied simply. “And Van will marry Alan MacDonald.”

Frances sat bolt upright in bed. “Oh? When was this arranged?”

“It has not been arranged,” he replied patiently, “but surely it is obvious. Ever since he returned from Paris Alan has doted on Van.”

“If Van wishes to marry Alan, fine,” Frances returned, her voice sharp. “He is an extremely nice boy. But she must have her chance in England first.”

Alasdair walked to the foot of the bed and stood staring at his wife out of suddenly hard gray eyes. “Are you thinking of marrying my daughter off to a Sassenach?” he asked.

And there it was, Scot against English, all the ancient hatred fierce and alive in his heart. Frances stared back, refusing to be intimidated. “No, I am not. I simply want her to have a chance to encounter wider cultural opportunities than she has here at home. Good God, Alasdair, she spends her days here galloping her horse along the beach and roaming through the mountains like some wild creature!”

“Make her help you around the castle,” he said.

“Yes,” she returned ironically. “It is so easy to get Van to do what she doesn’t want to do.”

There was a long pause. Then he leaned his hands against the footboard of the bed. “This is not the time to be sending Van out of the country, Frances.” His voice was sober. “There is great talk of a French expedition.”

“There is always talk of a French expedition, Alasdair. If we wait until there is no talk, Van will be as gray as you are.”

Another long pause. “Is your cousin a Jacobite?”

“Her father was,” Frances returned with perfect truth. She did not mention the fact that Katherine’s husband, the Earl of Linton, had been a staunch supporter of the Hanoverian succession. After all, the earl was dead now. “I certainly do not wish Van to be presented at court,” she assured him. “She will not have to curtsy to the elector or anything of that nature, Alasdair. I simply want her to meet a wider variety of people than she has had a chance to here at home, and I want her to have a chance to hear some music!”

“For how long would she stay?”

Her heart leapt in her breast. He was thinking of it! “Through the summer, I thought. She can leave for England in March, when the weather breaks a little.”

He straightened up, stretching the muscles in his back. “This is important to you, isn’t it?” he asked slowly.

“Yes, Alasdair,” she replied. “Yes, it is.”

He nodded and began to take off his shirt. “All right,” he said, “she can go. But only until the end of the summer.’”

She smiled at him, a warmly beautiful smile. “Thank you, darling.”

“And when she comes home,” he continued imperturbably, “I expect that she will marry Alan MacDonald.”


Chapter 2

Van was up by six-thirty the following morning, her usual hour. In summer the sun was bright at six-thirty but in January she rose by the light of the stars. Winter or summer made no difference to Alasdair, however. Everyone in the castle, with the exception of his wife, rose very early.

After a breakfast of tea and bread and butter, Van went into the drawing room to the harpsichord. She lit a few candles, as it was still dark, and then sat down at the instrument.

It was one of the favorite moments of Van’s day, the moment her fingers hovered over the keys, delaying for a moment to touch them, the way a lover might delay touching his mistress’s skin, just to prolong his pleasurable anticipation. Van had been playing the harpsichord since she was four years old. She had never had any teacher other than her mother, but Frances was a very skilled musician.

It was because of Frances that the harpsichord stood here in the drawing room of Creag an Fhithich. Alasdair had brought it from Paris for his wife two years after they were married, when he had realized how much she missed her music. He had sold an Italian Renaissance painting in order to pay for it, and Frances, who knew how he hated to part with any part of his heritage, had been touched and grateful.

It stood now near one of the five large windows, as much a part of the drawing room as the glass-fronted cabinets, the Oriental rugs, and the Louis XIV chairs. Van took a deep, long breath, placed her hands on the keys, and began to play.

Two hours later, as she finished a piece by Bach on which she had been working for weeks, she became aware that her mother was in the room. Van swung around on her stool.

“When did you creep in, Mother? I didn’t hear you.”

“The house could burn down around you while you were playing, Van, and you wouldn’t notice,” Frances returned humorously. “That last piece is sounding very polished.”

Van did not look satisfied. “It isn’t quite right. Perhaps you could help me with it, Mother.”

Frances smoothed the skirt of her blue morning gown. “You see, darling,” she said gently, “you’ve gone beyond me. You are at the point where you need a professional teacher.”

Van’s light eyes, gray-green as Loch Morar in summer, widened. Imperceptibly her whole body tensed. “Would that be possible?” she asked. “Would Father get a teacher for me?”

“I’m sure your father would if he could, darling,” Frances returned calmly. “But a musician of the excellence that you require is not going to come to Morar. Professionals of that caliber are only to be found in places like Paris, Rome, Naples, London.”

‘“Oh,” said Van quietly.

“Which is why,” Frances continued briskly, “I have arranged for you to visit London for some months.”

Van stared at her mother as if she had taken leave of her senses. “Visit London?” she echoed. “Whatever are you talking about, Mother?”

“I have arranged for you to visit my cousin Katherine, Lady Linton. You’ve heard me mention Katherine, Van.” Van nodded numbly. “She is a widow with only one son and no daughters. She is delighted at the thought of having you. And she has promised to engage a music teacher.”

A look came over Van’s slender face that gave her an unmistakable resemblance to her father. Her back was ramrod straight. “I do not want to go among the Sassenach,” she said.

“I am a Sassenach,” Frances returned. Her voice was perfectly pleasant. “I do not think I am so very terrible.”

Van stood up. “Of course you’re not terrible, Mother.” She herself sounded impatient. She began to pace the room.

Frances watched her in silence for a few moments. Then she said very seriously, “Listen to me, Van. There is more to the world than the glens and hills of Morar. There is another kind of life beyond the clan. In London you will mix with people of culture, people with a wide range of interests. There will be concerts and theater. There will be the opera. There is a whole world out there, my darling, of which you know nothing.”

Van had stopped pacing and now she stared at her mother in astonishment. “Don’t you like it here in Morar, Mother?”

“Of course I like it here. This is where your father is. But do I miss the company of intellectual people, people to whom books and ideas seriously matter? Yes, I do. Do I miss music? Yes, I do.”

Van was looking appalled. “I had no idea you felt this way, Mother. Why haven’t you ever gone on a visit to England, then?”

Frances looked amused. “Because, once I was in England, I would miss your father even more.”

Van smiled uncertainly in response. Then, “But I am perfectly happy here,” she said.

“‘I know you are. And you have had the advantage of growing up in what is perhaps the most beautiful place in the world. But you are eighteen, Van, not a child any longer. We sent Niall to Paris so he could see something of the world. I would send you to France as well, but I have so few connections there now. It will be best if you go to England.”

“England,” Van said. She raised an eyebrow at her mother. “And Father agrees?”

“Your father agrees.”

Van’s rare smiled dawned. “That must have taken some doing.”

Frances smiled back serenely. “Your father in his youth spent several years in Paris. It was in Paris that we met, as you know. He thinks you need a little polish as much as I do.”

Van sat down on the harpsichord stool. “What if there is a French landing?”

“If there is a French landing, of course you will come home.”

“Your cousin, Lady Linton, is a Jacobite?”

Frances scarcely hesitated. “She was brought up to be as good a Jacobite as I. Our fathers were brothers, you know, and both Papa and Uncle James were dedicated Tories.” What Frances did not mention was that the family into which Katherine had married, the Romneys of Linton, were among the most prominent Whigs in England.

Van drew a deep, uneven breath. “I feel as if someone has just hit me over the head,” she said frankly.

Frances looked at her daughter tenderly. “You will enjoy yourself, Van. I would not send you were I not convinced of that.”

Van frowned. “When am I to go?”

“In March. You will stay until September. That is the period of the London social season. Which reminds me,”—Frances looked purposeful—“you will need a whole new wardrobe.”

“I have my gold satin dress,” Van said.

“You have had it for two years at least,” Frances agreed cordially. “We will have Marie make you one or two dresses, and I’ll let Katherine supply the rest of your wardrobe in England.”

Van’s finely drawn black brows came together. “It sounds very expensive, Mother.”

It would indeed be expensive, but Frances had some money of her own put by. Alasdair, she knew, was not likely to finance the sort of wardrobe she planned for Van. The MacIans were rich in land and Creag an Fhithich was filled with priceless things brought back from Europe by previous MacIan travelers, but cash was always short in Morar.

“Don’t worry, darling,” she said now to her daughter. “I have been saving your grandfather’s money for you.”

Van stared at her mother in amazement. Frances rose to her feet. “If the MacDonalds are coming, I had better go to the kitchen and order the food,” she said.

Van stretched her shoulders. “Hmmm,” she said. “Wait until Alan hears I’m going to England.”

Frances looked sharply at her daughter’s face but could find nothing in its expression beyond a faint amusement.

*

The MacDonalds arrived early in the afternoon and were greeted warmly by all the MacIans, including Van. The sun set at three in the afternoon in the winter and company in the long Highland evenings was always welcome.

The following morning all the men except Alan went out hunting. The mountains of Morar were filled with stag, wolf, cat, and deer, and hunting was one of a chief’s main pleasures. When Alan begged off, however, no one protested. And Niall looked smugly at Van.

After the men had departed, Frances and Lady MacDonald settled in front of the fire for a long gossip. Alan asked Van to go for a walk with him. They both wrapped themselves in plaids and took the path that led from the castle down to the loch. When they reached the shore, Van turned to look back at her home.

Creag an Fhithich had one of the most spectacular locations in all the Highlands. It jutted up from the rock that had given it its name, its turrets, spires, and towers standing out against the magnificent mountains that backed it. At its front stood Loch Morar, a saltwater inlet of the Sound of Arisaig. The loch was surrounded by mountains, which on clear days one could see mirrored, purple and blue, in its depths. The sands of Loch Morar were almost purely white. Van thought that her home was, beyond qualification, the most beautiful place in the world.

“I wonder if Murray will have news of the prince,” Alan said beside her.

Van looked at him. Alan MacDonald was taller than Niall, but he had the same narrow-boned look of the Celt. His hair was brown with a distinct tinge of red in it and the eyes that were looking back at her were a clear hazel. Van smiled. “The prince, the prince,” she said teasingly. “That is all you and Niall think about. Charles Edward certainly made an impression on you two.”

“He must make an impression on everyone he meets,” Alan said. His hazel eyes began to sparkle. “If only the French king would give him an army! Then we could chase the elector back to Hanover and set King James on his rightful throne. A Stuart king come into his own again.”

Van smiled at Alan’s ringing tone and ardent face. “That, of course, is what we all desire,” she said. She frowned thoughtfully. “Do you think it will happen soon, Alan?” If it did, Van knew, her trip to England would be canceled. To her profound surprise, she felt a pang of disappointment at the thought.

“I don’t know,” Alan returned. “Niall and I met the prince in Paris last July. The French are so involved in this war with England that they have little extra manpower.” Alan gave an impatient snort. “Or so they tell the prince.” Alan’s face set. “Niall and I told him to come anyway,” he added defiantly. “We don’t need the French. The clans alone can put King James back on his throne.”

Van’s long lashes lifted in surprise. “Are you serious, Alan? I know Father and Lochiel have said they will support the prince only if he comes with an army.”

“So has my father,” Alan said disgustedly. It was obvious what he thought of such caution.

Van changed the subject. “In March I am going to England on a visit.”

Alan’s head snapped around. “What!”

“Yes. Mother arranged it. I am to spend six months with a cousin of hers.”

“Are you serious, Van?” he demanded.

“Perfectly serious. Mother says Niall went to Paris and now it is my turn for a little…polishing.”

“London!” Alan sounded horrified. “But what if there is a French landing?”

“If there is a French landing I shall come home.”

He was looking very upset. “Van,” he said, “you can’t go away now. You know how I feel about you.”

Van looked up into his troubled face. It was an honest face, she thought, and handsome too. “We’ve known each other since we were children,” she began, but he interrupted her.

“I’m not talking about that! You were a child when I went away to Paris, yes, but you’re not a child now. When I first saw you when I came back…” He broke off and then, very determinedly, he took her hands in his. “I love you, Van. I want you to marry me.”

Van gazed into Alan’s dear, familiar face. He had so many good qualities, she thought. She liked him very much. Why, then, did she not want to marry him? For she didn’t—there was no disguising that fact from herself. She was suddenly very grateful she was going to England. If she stayed at home, she thought, she would probably find herself married to Alan MacDonald simply because she could think of no good reason to refuse him.

She smiled at him now and said softly, “Let’s talk about that, Alan, when I return from England.” And she disengaged her hands.

He frowned, frustrated, but no matter how much he argued, she would not change her mind.


Chapter 3

Van sat on a gilt chair in the middle of the drawing room. The only sounds in the huge room were the crackling of the fire and the snip-snip of Frances’ scissors as she cut her daughter’s hair. The old sheet that had been spread under the chair was covered with locks of hair, strands of black and black-and-gray. There was no resident hairdresser at Creag an Fhithich and Frances always cut her family’s hair. Van was the last in line today; Alasdair and Niall had already preceded her.

“There,” Frances said at last. “I think all the ends are even.” She stepped back, scissors in one hand, comb in the other, to regard her handiwork critically. Van’s long hair streamed down her back and over her shoulders, a mantle of heavy black silk. Frances nodded decisively and Van immediately reached up to push her hair back away from her face. She stood up and stretched her back.

Frances was putting down her scissors when Van said abruptly, “I suppose I shall have to powder my hair when I go to England.”

Frances looked at her daughter thoughtfully. “It’s certainly the fashion,” she said after a moment, “but I don’t think it would suit you, darling. You’re not a fair-skinned English girl. Powdering would only make your skin look sallow.”

Van grinned. “It would make me look dark as a Gypsy, you mean.”

“I mean that it would not enhance your beauty,” Frances replied temperately. “Wear your hair au naturel. It will be more becoming.”

“That will suit me fine,” Van said instantly. “And as to my beauty…” She gave her mother a swift, ironic look that was the duplicate of one of her father’s expressions.

Frances’ blue eyes were steady on her daughter’s face. “Don’t you think you are beautiful, Van?”

“I? Beautiful? Of course not.” Then, as Frances continued to look at her, she put a brief, reassuring hand on her mother’s arm. “Don’t worry, Mother. I realized long ago that I would never be a beauty like you. It doesn’t distress me at all, I assure you.”

“Don’t you think Niall is handsome?” Frances asked slowly.

“Of course.”

“You look very like Niall.”

“But Niall is a boy, Mother. It’s handsome to be dark. Girls are supposed to be fair.”

“Must one be fair in order to be pretty?”

“Well, yes,” Van answered in surprise. Then, “You are.”

Frances stared at her daughter. “I have been thinking that I ought to tell you this, Van, so you will be prepared. It’s true you aren’t pretty. You’re a great deal more than pretty, darling. You’re beautiful. It’s in your bones.”

Van looked at her mother with affectionate amusement. “Mother, it isn’t necessary to flatter me, I promise you. I don’t at all mind not being pretty. I like looking like a MacIan.”

Frances sighed. “Do you?”

“Yes.” Van turned to look out the window. It had been raining all morning but now there was a distinct brightening over the mountains. “The weather’s turning fine,” she said. “I’m going out.”

Frances gave her daughter a rueful look. “All right, darling. Just don’t be late for tea.”

As she watched her daughter’s slender back disappear around the doorway screen Frances thought fervently: Thank God she is going to England.

She walked away from the hair-strewn sheet on the floor and went herself to the window where a few minutes ago Van had stood. She stared out at the loch. It was beautiful, yes, but—especially in winter—lonely. She was glad Van was going, true, but she would miss her daughter badly. She remembered, with a sudden ache, the years of her children’s babyhoods…the feel of the little dark heads under her hands, the bliss of holding a sucking baby to her breast…she missed it sometimes so sharply it was like a physical stab of pain.

Frances drew a deep, unsteady breath. It was so hard to let go of one’s children, she thought, but it had to be done. And she had Alasdair. She turned from the window and her eyes fell on a lock of gray-streaked hair. She smiled.

*

Alasdair was also thinking about Van’s coming visit, but his mind was not running along the same lines as his wife’s. The day before Van was due to leave, he called her into the room that served as his office for a talk. In this room Alasdair kept all the paperwork pertaining to his vast estate. Most of his land was rented out to tacksmen for cattle raising and farming, but the chief was the one who sold whatever they had managed to raise beyond what was needed for their own subsistence, and Alasdair kept meticulous records of all his dealings with French and Flemish merchants.

He was a devoted chief, Alasdair MacIan, Mac mhic Iain, and one who understood perfectly his position in life. He was of the same blood and name and descent as his people, and in the hierarchy of authority on earth he stood somewhere between them and God. The law of the central government had never penetrated beyond the Highland Line. In the glens of the Scottish Highlands, it was the chief who was the king.

Van admired her father more than anyone else she knew. Her mother and brother had her deepest love, but it was Alasdair’s approval that she most desired.

He looked up now from his accounts as she entered, and gestured her to a chair. Alasdair was dressed in his usual daytime clothes of tartan trews and jacket. On the walls of the office hung a collection of broadswords and pistols. The Highlands had technically been disarmed after the last Jacobite rebellion, but the castle walls had defiantly retained their extensive armory of weapons and no government agent had objected. The rest of the clan had disarmed by pragmatically burying their weapons in convenient places so they would be ready when called for again.

“Your mother has set her heart on this visit of yours, Van,” Alasdair said now, and there was a thin line between his well-marked black brows, “which is why I agreed to it. But I tell you frankly, I don’t like it. Especially not now.”

“Is there going to be a rising, Father?”

Two more lines bracketed Alasdair’s mouth. “I don’t know. The prince is eager to come but both Lochiel and I sent word that there will be little chance of success unless he can bring a French army with him. I don’t know what is going to happen, Van, and I don’t like the idea of you being so far away.”

Van swallowed. “Do you want me to stay home, Father?”

“No.” Van relaxed, and Alasdair went on, “No, I promised your mother you should go, and go you will. But I want you to understand clearly that if there should be a French landing, you are to come home.”

“Of course, Father,” Van replied quickly.

“I will give you a letter to your mother’s cousin to that effect.”

Van nodded.

Alasdair’s hard gray eyes scanned his daughter’s face appraisingly. “Left to myself, I would not choose to send you,” he repeated. “However, since you are going, it has occurred to me you might be useful to the cause.”

Van’s oddly light eyes widened in surprise. “How, Father?”

“If there is to be a successful rising, we need English help. There are many powerful Tory families in England, but I fear that since the battle at Sheriffmuir in 1715, their Jacobitism has been steadily decaying. It is vitally important to the cause that their attachment to the Stuart family be reawakened.” Van nodded. “This cousin of your mother’s, for example,” Alasdair went on slowly. “She comes from a family of steady Cavalier faith, as did your Mother, but I doubt the flame is burning so brightly as it once did. Perhaps you can be the means of rekindling it, my daughter.”

Van’s chin rose on her long, lovely neck. “I will do my best, Father.”

“I have never been to London, but I know Paris well and I cannot imagine the social life differs greatly from one place to the other. Through Lady Linton you will have the opportunity to meet many of the people I am interested in knowing about.”

There was a deep frown now between Alasdair’s brows. “Take their temper, Van. You have a good brain—a better brain than Niall’s, I think. I need to know the disposition of the English Tories. If the prince lands, will they join us? It is vitally important that we know where we stand in this matter.”

A lovely warm color had flushed into Van’s cheeks. “I understand, Father. I shall do my best.”

Alasdair looked thoughtfully at his desk, picked up a paper knife, and began to turn it over in his hands. “You have a good brain, but you have very little experience of the world, Van, and your mother will not be there to guide you.” Van’s eyes were watching her father’s slender fingers as they turned the knife over and over while he talked. “You have had very little experience of men.” He looked up, his gray eyes suddenly narrow. “Be careful,” he said. “Don’t be taken in by fine clothes and soft words.”

He was deadly serious. “Of course not, Father,” Van said hastily.

“Do you like Alan MacDonald?”

Van moved infinitesimally back in her chair. “Yes,” she said with reserve.

Alasdair sensed rather than saw her withdrawal. He stopped turning the knife and stared at his daughter in silence. She was a mystery to him, this girl-child of his. Niall he understood perfectly, but Van.… What would they make of her in England, with her beautiful face and her quiet intensity and her lack of sophistication? She lived such a secret life, Van did. Would anyone ever touch the deepest part of her?

Not Alan MacDonald. The thought came unbidden and it was not welcome to him. He put the paper knife down firmly. “Remember always who you are,” he told her, and he spoke now in Gaelic. “The Sassenach will respect you because you are the daughter of an earl. But you are more than that. You are a chief’s daughter, and you are Highland.”

Her chin rose to the challenge and she answered in the same language, “That thought is always in my heart, Mac mhic Iain.”

His hard gray eyes never wavered. “Go along to your mother now. She wants to see you.”

“Yes, Father,” she replied, and obediently left the room.

*

Van left the following morning as soon as the sky began to lighten. Niall was to accompany her as far as Edinburgh, and from there she would be escorted by Alan Ruadh MacIan, Alan the Red, her father’s foster brother, and two of his sons. Frances had made arrangements with a cousin of Alasdair’s in Edinburgh to find a respectable woman to accompany Van as well. Frances could just imagine the stir Van would create when she arrived at the Lintons’ country house accompanied solely by three wild clansmen, two of whom did not speak any English. But Alasdair was adamant that his daughter be well-protected. Frances devoutly prayed nothing would happen to provoke the bodyguards’ quick tempers, and gave in.

Before she left, Van went to her mother’s room to say good-bye. Frances was sitting up in bed propped against a pile of lace-edged pillows, her long brown hair streaming over the fine woolen shawl around her shoulders. She held out her arms and Van went to kiss her.

How lovely mother always smelled. Van hugged Frances with unaccustomed fierceness. She would miss her so! Frances’ arms loosened and Van stood up.

“I want you to remember one thing, darling,” Frances said gravely. “I want you to remember that you are one-half English and that Katherine is as much your blood as any MacIan.”

Van’s lashes lifted in surprise.

“Will you promise me to remember that?” Frances asked.

“Yes, Mother.”

“And try to judge people by their hearts, not by their politics!”

Van frowned. Whatever was her mother trying to say? But Frances smiled gaily and squeezed her hand. “Good-bye, darling. Enjoy yourself. And listen to the opera for me.”

Saying good-bye to her father was easier. They were all on horseback in the courtyard—there was no way to get a carriage through the mountains—when Alasdair came out to bid his daughter farewell.

After issuing a few more instructions to Niall and to Alan Ruadh, he turned to Van. “Beannachd Leat,” he said. “Blessings go with you, my daughter.”

“Thank you, Father.”

“Remember all I said yesterday.”

“Yes, Father.”

He nodded and Niall wheeled his pony and started out of the courtyard. Van’s pony followed close behind. She looked up at the brightening sky as they started down the path and thought, with a flash of wry amusement, that her parents had given her totally contradictory admonitions.

*

They went through the mountains to Fort William, one of the great forts built by General Wade to pacify the Highlands after the last rising. From Fort William they went south and east, through mountain passes and across river ferries, stopping overnight at the house of a MacDonald who was a friend of Lord Morar’s. They left the mountains the following day, coming through Stirling, with its great castle guarding the gateway to the Highlands, past Bannockburn, where a MacIan had fought with Robert the Bruce for Scotland’s independence, across the Forth and into Edinburgh, ancient capital of Scotland and once home to the Stuart kings.

In Edinburgh Niall saw to the transfer of Van’s baggage from the pack ponies to the coach Lord Morar had hired for the trip to London. They stayed overnight with a cousin of her father’s and there met the middle-aged widow who was to chaperon Van. The widow, Mrs. Robertson, was an Englishwoman who had been visiting relatives in Edinburgh and who was delighted by the prospect of a free trip home. The two women were to ride in the coach, with Alan and his two sons riding escort on horseback.

Niall kissed his sister before he handed her up into the coach.

“You look splendid, Van,” he said with genuine admiration. “That new outfit makes you look a regular lady of fashion. You’ll be the most beautiful girl in London.”

Van glanced down at her traveling dress of deep green velvet. The material had come from France, but it had been made by one of the castle seamstresses.

“I wish you were coming with me, Niall,” she said impulsively.

He grinned at her engagingly. “You are very well able to take care of yourself, my sister. Only—do you not forget Alan.”

“I am not likely to forget any of you,” Van replied austerely. She was a little irritated. It seemed to her that her father and Niall were taking far too much for granted about Alan.

“Up with you, then,” Niall said cheerfully, and handed her into the carriage, closing the door behind her.

“You have your pistol, Alan?” he asked his father’s foster brother.

“Aye.” Alan the Red, who was now more like Alan the Gray, unearthed a weapon from the folds of his plaid and showed it to Niall.

“Good. But keep it hidden unless you need to use it. I don’t have to remind you that the clans are supposedly disarmed.”

“I will remember, Son of Alasdair. And we will guard the Lady Van with our lives.”

Niall nodded and stepped back. The coachman slapped his reins and the team moved off. Van sat back and tried to get comfortable. It was a long way from Edinburgh to Kent in the south of England.

*

It was a week, in fact, before Van reached Staplehurst, principal seat of the Earls of Linton. The trip south had been tedious and uncomfortable but uneventful. They changed horses regularly at posting houses on the Great North Road and stayed overnight in a series of inns designed to accommodate travelers such as themselves. Alan and his sons, dressed in their tartan trews and great swathing plaids, created a stir wherever they stopped, but nothing occurred to provoke Alan to use his pistol.

They finally arrived at Staplehurst late in the afternoon of March 20. The setting sun lent a warm glow to the great golden stone house as they came up the drive. It was not the house, however, but the park that caught Van’s attention. It stretched away all around them in vistas of lawn and ponds and waterfalls, all interspersed by groves of trees and wide avenues.

Van was impressed, although she would have died before she admitted it.

“My, my, my,” her traveling companion, Mrs. Robertson, said admiringly. “So this is the famous Staplehurst park. The earl commissioned Capability Brown, a landscape architect, dear Lady Vanessa, to do it two years ago. It has been much talked about, I assure you.”

“It’s very pretty,” Van said politely.

Mrs. Robertson stared at her in surprise and the coach pulled up in front of the house. A magnificently liveried servant came down the front steps and went authoritatively to the door of the coach, only to be virtually pushed out of the way by Alan Ruadh. “I will be opening the door for the daughter of Mac mhic Iain,” Alan said haughtily, and proceeded to do so with dignity. Van repressed a smile at the look on the lackey’s face.

“Thank you, Alan,” she said to the clansmen in Gaelic as she stepped out of the coach.

“Vanessa, my dear,” came a charmingly husky feminine voice, “is it really you at last?” And Van looked up to see her mother’s cousin coming down the wide stairs.

“Lady Linton?” Van asked reservedly.

“Cousin Katherine, if you please.” The countess had reached Van by now and took her hands into a warm, friendly clasp. “I am so delighted to meet you,” she said, and smiled directly into Van’s eyes.

Katherine Romney’s own eyes were so dark a blue they were almost purple. She wore her hair powdered so Van could not tell what color it was, but her skin was very fair. She looked much younger than Van expected. Only the fine lines at the corners of her eyes and mouth gave away her age.

“I am happy to meet you also, Cousin Katherine,” Van said composedly. “And may I present my traveling companion, Mrs. Cornelia Robertson.” Mrs. Robertson blushed and curtsied and stammered, all of which the countess observed with serene good humor.

Donal Og spoke to his father in Gaelic and Lady Linton’s violet eyes widened as they took in the sight of Van’s escort.

“We will be leaving you, then, Lady Van,” Alan said. “I will be telling Mac mhic Iain that you are safe.”

“Are you really wishing to stay here?” Donal said in a rush to Van, speaking in the only language he knew. He looked around with ill-concealed doubt.

“I must,” Van replied gravely. “It is the wish of Mac mhic Iain.”

The three clansmen stepped back. If it was the wish of Mac mhic Iain, it must be done.

“Surely your…er…escort will stay the night?” Lady Linton asked. “They cannot start back north now. It will be dark soon.”

“They would not wish to stay here,” Van said simply. Then, to her father’s loyal trio, “Beannachd Leat.”

“Bennachd Leat,” they replied with dignity, wheeled their horses, and were gone down the drive.

“Come into the house,” Lady Linton said firmly. “I will show you to your room and then we shall have some tea.”

The bedroom Lady Linton showed Van to was large and, to Van’s eyes, extremely luxurious. Creag an Fhithich was filled with beautiful, priceless things, but her father’s style of living had always tended toward the Spartan. About some things he was fussy; he would not drink any but the best claret, nor would he wear any shirts but those her mother exquisitely stitched for him out of the finest French cambric. But he did not believe in spoiling either himself or his children with an excess of creature comforts. The only one he spoiled in that fashion was his wife.

So the warm, comfortable, chintz-filled room, with a fire burning in the fireplace—in March! at this hour! —impressed Van greatly.

“Would you like a bath, Vanessa?” Lady Linton asked. “You have been traveling for so long, surely a nice hot bath would be refreshing.”

A nice hot bath. Van looked at her hostess in wonder. They bathed frequently at Creag an Fhithich—her father thought it was good discipline—but only her mother rated hot water in the tub.

“That would be lovely,” she murmured faintly.

A high-sided tin bathing tub was brought in, set in front of the fire, and filled with hot water. Van soaked luxuriously while a maid stood next to the tub holding a towel. Van didn’t drag herself out until the water was almost tepid. She felt completely refreshed. A hot bath! she thought. No wonder her mother enjoyed them so.

*

Lady Linton was chatting pleasantly to Mrs. Robertson in the salon when Van arrived. She looked up, smiled warmly, and patted the sofa next to her. “Sit here by me, Vanessa. I want to hear all about your mother.”

Van sat down rather stiffly and answered the countess’s first questions with a good deal of reserve. But there was something about Lady Linton that reminded her of her mother. It was not her looks, but rather a warmth, a charm, a sense of genuinely caring about what you said and how you felt. She soon found herself relaxing and answering far more spontaneously. Mrs. Robertson, overwhelmed by her surroundings, was silent.

Katherine Romney, while skillfully setting Van at ease, was making some close observations of her own.

Vanessa’s black hair was done very simply, in a coronet of braids on top of her head. Katherine would send her own hairdresser to the child in the morning, she decided. That severely simple fashion would not do at all.

Frances had said the child was not in the usual style, Katherine thought, and she most certainly was not. What Frances had not said was that Vanessa was beautiful. Her skin was dark, and against those eyes… The bone structure of her face was perfect. No wonder Frances had been anxious to get her out of that barbarian wilderness and into some decent society. The child was wearing an evening dress of deep burgundy silk that was beautifully made and showed off her small waist and long, lovely throat. Young girls usually wore pastels, but Frances had been right to dress Vanessa in burgundy. Frances’ taste, Katherine remembered, had always been unerring.

There came a pause in the conversation and Katherine said, “Your mother desired that I choose you a wardrobe, Vanessa, but I don’t see how London can better the dress you have on. It is lovely.”

Van’s long, narrow hand smoothed her silk lap. “Thank you. Mother had some clothes made for me at home, but she thought it would be easier to buy what I needed in England rather than have to lead a train of packhorses to Edinburgh.”

Katherine arched a finely plucked eyebrow. “Pack-horses?”

“You couldn’t possibly get a carriage into Morar,” Van replied unconcernedly.

“Oh,” said Lady Linton, a little blankly. Then, “Tell me about Morar, Vanessa dear. Your mother thinks it beautiful, I know.”

Van’s great light eyes glowed and Katherine drew in her breath sharply. Her thoughts went, quite suddenly, to her son. Whatever was Edward going to think of this Scottish cousin of his?

After Katherine had heard all about the loch and the mountains and the sea, she introduced the subject that was on her mind. “My son the earl, your cousin Edward, was sorry not to be here to greet you, Vanessa. He was called to London unexpectedly, but he will be returning shortly.”

Van smiled politely.

“And in the meantime”—Lady Linton smiled her lovely, warm smile—“You and I will have a chance to become better acquainted.”

Van’s own smile warmed a little in response. It was impossible not to like her mother’s Cousin Katherine.


Chapter 4

Lady Linton’s hairdresser descended upon Van the following morning and took her in hand. First her long heavy tresses were washed and then attacked with the curling iron. Van’s only stipulation was that she should not be powdered, and Lady Linton, who was present as an interested observer, agreed. “It would make you look sallow, Vanessa dear.”

“That’s what my mother said,” Van replied.

The hairdresser went to work and Van sat quietly and allowed her to fuss as she pleased. As she watched in a mirror a series of long curls began to appear. Van stared curiously. “I did not think my hair would ever curl,” she murmured. “It’s so heavy and straight.”

“Your hair, it is beautiful, Lady Vanessa,” the hairdresser said. Then, in French she said to Lady Linton, “Mademoiselle does not look English.”

“I am not English,” Van replied in the same language. “I am a Scot.”

The hairdresser looked delighted. “You speak very good French, my lady. You have traveled in France, perhaps?”

“No. My mother taught me French.”

“Your mother always had a gift for languages,” Lady Linton said, and Van felt a stab of homesickness.

Her hair, when it was finished, looked lovely even to Van’s critical eyes. It was drawn back off her forehead and fell in a profusion of ebony ringlets on her neck and shoulders. Van had refused the tiny lace-edged cap the hairdresser had tried to pin on her creation. In the Highlands there was an iron-clad rule that unmarried girls did not cover their hair. Both Lady Linton and the hairdresser had acquiesced gracefully to her scruples and her hair was left unadorned save for a simple threading of ribbon.

After she was dressed in a day gown of fine green merino wool, Lady Linton took Van on a tour of the house. Mrs. Robertson had departed earlier in the Romney coach, full of gratitude and awe, so Katherine was alone with her guest.

Staplehurst was a much more formally laid-out house than Creag an Fhithich. Everything in the castle at home was come at by narrow spiral stairs or long winding passages. This English house had been added onto also, but the result was much more symmetrical than the rabbit warren of different levels and sizes that Van was used to at home.

Almost the entire ground floor of Staplehurst was occupied by living rooms. There were a dining room, drawing room and library, several smaller salons, and a great long gallery that was filled with pictures. On the ground floor as well was a state apartment of several bedrooms and dressing rooms, which had been occupied at times by both Queen Elizabeth and King James, Lady Linton told Van. A large conservatory led west from the dining room to the chapel, and concealed the huge service wing from the garden.
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