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Prologue


APRIL 1746

He walked swiftly, footsteps muffled on the dirt path, barely noticing the damp stone walls around him. He had taken care of the gold, putting it in safe hands—hands in which he would entrust his very life. Now he was free to find the prince and his fleeing Highlanders. Despite the crushing defeat, he was certain that they could recover, given time and fierce resolve . . . and the fortune he had brought back for them. He had no doubts that he could find them. This land was his, and he knew every cleft, every cave, every bramble that might offer shelter. If he could not evade the Redcoats and find the men they so zealously pursued, then he was not worthy of the name Laird of Baillannan.

But that search was for tomorrow. Right now, Malcolm Rose had a far different quarry. His mind was on only one person. One place. One night before they must part again. His heart sped up as he neared the end of the tunnel, wanting, as it always did, to burst out of his chest at the thought of seeing her. Even after all these years, even though he had been with her only yesterday, he was still as eager as a lad.

He opened the low wooden door at the end of the tunnel and bent to step through it. As he raised his head, the sight that met him was so unexpected that for a moment he could not speak, could not think. “You!”

“Yes. Me.” The smile that accompanied the words held a bitter triumph.

“What the devil are you doing here?” His secrets were shattered. He knew that. Yet there was a relief in having it known. Over and done with.

He took a step forward, and so intent was he on the confrontation before him that he did not hear the whisper of movement behind him until the thin blade of Toledo steel slipped between his ribs and into his heart.
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APRIL 1807

It was raining. It had been doing so, Jack thought in disgust, ever since he set foot in this benighted land. Sometimes the water fell in slanted sheets, lashing him like bits of iron; other times, it subsided into a steady, miserable drizzle. But even when the rain stopped briefly, mist still hung over everything, as if the very air were so laden with moisture it could not hold it.

A cold drop of water slid between cloth and skin, trickling down his back, and Jack turned up the collar of his greatcoat as he gazed out across the bleak landscape. The road—if this rutted, narrow path could be termed that—cut across thick mats of heather and disappeared into the distance. There were few trees between him and the gray curtain of mist, only the brown and green land and a few scrubby bushes. Off to his right, a trench had been dug into the ground, exposing a straight wall of black earth. Rocks of all sizes dotted the lumpy, irregular ground, adding to the image of desolation.

What had possessed him to come to Scotland?

He had asked himself that question last night as he’d lain on the thin straw mattress in the grim little inn in Kinclannoch—indeed he’d asked it almost nightly for the past week, and had still not come up with a satisfactory answer. There was no reason to see the house that was now his or to talk to the people who worked on the estate. His only desire was to sell the place, which fortune had dropped in his lap like an overripe plum. Whatever little tickle of proprietary instinct had made him want to see it, whatever odd pull he’d felt at the thought of being a landed gentleman, the truth was his impulsive journey up here to claim the estate made him as big a fool as the bird-witted Scotsman who had wagered his home on the turn of a card.

Still, it made even less sense to turn back now, when he had drawn so close to his destination. If he had understood the innkeeper’s thick brogue, the house could not be much farther.

His horse whickered and shifted as a gust of wind whipped through them, driving the rain into Jack’s face and nearly taking his hat with it. He grabbed the once elegant, now sodden hat, jamming it more firmly down on his head, and leaned over to stroke a soothing hand down the horse’s neck. “Steady on, Pharaoh.”

Now, blown by the wind, the mist receded, and he could see the narrow loch and, at last, the house. It lay on a shelf of rock beside the water, a long, straight line of stone unbroken by curve or ornamentation. As gray and dreary as the loch and the sky above it, the house might have been formed out of this bleak landscape itself.

 Baillannan.

If Jack had harbored some hope that the sight of his new home would lighten his mood, he knew now he was doomed to disappointment. Nothing could have looked less welcoming. Suppressing a sigh, he dug in his heels and started forward.
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Isobel was carefully pulling out the last few stitches in her embroidery when her aunt startled her by exclaiming, “We have a visitor! How nice! Barbara, did you know someone was coming?”

“Isobel,” she corrected automatically, and her aunt nodded vaguely.

“Yes, dear, of course.”

“Who is it?” Isobel set aside her needlework and stood up, suddenly hopeful. “Is it Andrew?”

Aunt Elizabeth squinted down at the courtyard below. “I don’t think it’s anyone I recognize.”

“A stranger?” Isobel joined her aunt at the window, but their visitor had already disappeared, and she saw nothing but the groom leading off an unfamiliar bay horse.

“He looked soaked, poor man,” Elizabeth went on sympathetically. “Perhaps he’s a traveler seeking shelter from the rain.”

“A traveler to where?” Isobel asked pragmatically. “It’s my guess he’s gone astray. No doubt Hamish will set him straight.”

“It would have been nice to have a visitor,” her aunt said wistfully. “So many people have left, one hardly sees anyone anymore.”

“Yes, since the Clearances began, our closest neighbors are now sheep,” Isobel agreed tartly.

“The MacKenzies would not have sold if Ronald was still alive. Poor Agnes; she will not enjoy living in Edinburgh, however much her son may have profited.”

Agnes MacKenzie had been Elizabeth’s closest friend, and Isobel’s aunt had been lonely with her gone. Isobel could not help but feel that the loss had affected Aunt Elizabeth’s mind as well as her spirits; she had grown more forgetful the last few months.

Isobel murmured a vague agreement, not wanting to set her aunt off on that unpleasant path. She returned to the sofa and picked up her embroidery hoop, saying, “I fear I’ve made a shambles of my stitches. What do you think I should do?”

Elizabeth was distracted by Isobel’s plea for help, and she started toward her niece. But she had scarcely taken a step when the quiet was interrupted by the sound of a voice rising in agitation downstairs. Surprised, both women glanced toward the door. A moment later, there was the clatter of feet on the stairs, and one of the maids burst into the room.

“Miss Isobel!” The girl’s face was flushed and her voice trembled with excitement. “Hamish says come quick. There’s a man here, claiming Baillannan is his!”

“What?” Isobel stared at the girl. Her words were so absurd that Isobel thought she must not have heard the maid correctly.

“A man, miss, at the door. An Englishman. He says he owns Baillannan. Then Hamish says he maun be daft, but the man says, ‘Nae, it’s mine,’ and shows him a paper, and Hamish sends me to fetch you.”

“Isobel . . .” Aunt Elizabeth turned toward her, frowning. “I don’t understand. An Englishman, here? Who is he? What does he mean?”

“I have no idea. It’s nonsense, of course.” Isobel started toward the hall. “Don’t worry, Auntie, I will straighten it out.”

At the foot of the staircase Isobel was met by the sight of Hamish, the man who had been the Rose family butler all her life, standing, arms crossed, as if he would bar the man from the stairs physically. His weathered face, usually set in stoic, even grim, lines, was red as a beet, bushy brows drawn together, dark eyes glittering with dislike.

Opposite him stood a stranger, tall and dark-haired, his face creased in frustration. He would have been a handsome man, she thought, if he had not been soaked to the skin, his cravat a soggy lump around his neck, starched collar points utterly wilted, and his fine wool jacket stretched out of shape by the weight of the water it had absorbed. He held a waterlogged hat in one hand and a many-caped, gray greatcoat hung over the same arm, both of them puddling water on the stone floor beneath him. His boots were caked with mud, and between the sides of his open jacket, his wet shirt clung to his chest. It was made of fine lawn and the water had turned it almost transparent, so that she could see every line and curve of his chest and stomach. As she watched, he reached up and shoved the mop of hair back from his face, stripping water from it. His hair was thick, and slicked back as it now was, it left his face in sharp relief, emphasizing the square set of his jaw and the high slant of his cheekbones. An errant drop of water trickled from his temple, sliding down his cheek and curving over his jaw to disappear in the cloth of his cravat.

Isobel realized that she was staring, and she quickly averted her eyes, a faint flush rising in her cheeks. “Hamish? Is there a problem?”

The stranger looked up at her, relief flooding his face, and burst out, “Ma’am! Thank heavens, you speak English.”

Isobel raised her brows, her voice faintly amused. “I do indeed, sir. I believe you will find that most of us do.”

“Not so I could tell,” he responded with a dark look at the butler.

“I canna help it if you dinna understand clear speech.” Hamish set his jaw mulishly.

The stranger ignored his retort, addressing his words to Isobel. “If I might be so bold as to introduce myself, I am Jack Kensington, ma’am, at your service.” He swept her a polite bow, elegant in spite of his drenched condition.

He was clearly a gentleman, his speech and manners as refined as those of her brother or cousin—perhaps more so—and she suspected that his clothes were equally sophisticated when not soaked by the rain.

Isobel was as intrigued as she was puzzled, and she came down the last few steps and held out her hand to him. “I am Isobel Rose, sir. I’m pleased to make your acquaintance.”

Mr. Kensington looked taken aback, but he recovered quickly and took her hand, bending over it politely. “Mrs. Rose. An apt name for such a lovely woman.”

“Miss Rose,” Isobel corrected him, pulling her hand back. His words were too forward and no doubt meaningless flattery, but she could not deny the lift of pleasure at his compliment.

“Dinna trust him, Miss Isobel,” the butler warned, taking a step toward her protectively. “This Englishman is trying to swick you. Or he’s daft. He says he owns Baillannan.”

“I’m sure his intent is not to swindle us,” Isobel replied. “Perhaps he has been misled.” She turned to Kensington. “I am sorry, sir, but you are mistaken. Baillannan belongs to the Rose family.”

“It did,” Kensington responded tersely, his courteous manner giving way to irritation. “But it is mine now. I have it from Sir Andrew Rose.”

“No!” Isobel stared at him in astonishment. “Andrew would never have sold Baillannan.”

“He did not sell it, ma’am. He wagered it on a game of whist. And lost.”

“No,” she repeated, but the blood drained from her face, and for an instant she thought she might faint. “I don’t believe you.”

“Then believe this.” He shoved a piece of paper into her hand. “It is Sir Andrew’s chit.”

Isobel stared at the familiar writing, the bold swoop of the A, and this time she did have to reach for the newel to stay upright.

“Miss Isobel?” Hamish stepped forward anxiously and took her arm to support her. “What is it? The young laird never—”

“Yes.” Isobel kept her gaze on the words, now swimming before her eyes. “I fear he did. ’Tis Andrew’s hand. He wagered Baillannan,” she finished bitterly.

“I have the deed, as well,” the Englishman added mildly.

“No doubt.” Her stomach was roiling. She wanted to scream and shred the note, to toss it back in the stranger’s face and tell her men to toss him back out into the rain. But she was a Rose, and so she must put iron into her spine. Isobel blinked back her tears—she refused to let him see her cry.

He was holding out the deed to her, and she took it, running her eyes down it as if she were reading it, when in truth she could not take in any of the words, her mind overwhelmed by something close to terror. She had no idea what to do, so she clung to the behavior that one expected from the lady of Baillannan, a stoicism that hid the turmoil inside.

“Welcome to Baillannan, Mr. Kensington,” she said tightly as she handed him back the papers, though she could not manage to look him in the face. “Hamish, show Mr. Kensington to a room. I am sure he would like to get dry. And no doubt he would appreciate a cup of tea, as well.”

“Miss Izzy!” Hamish went an even deeper shade of red, and his eyes bulged. “You canna mean to give him your home! Your father . . . your grandfather . . .”

“Hamish,” Isobel said firmly. “I cannot undo what Andrew has done. Baillannan apparently belongs to Mr. Kensington now.”

Hamish set his face mutinously, but finally he bobbed his head. “Aye, miss.”

He seized Kensington’s coat and hat, grabbed up the satchel at his feet, then went to speak to the servants, shooing them toward the kitchen.

Isobel turned back to their visitor in awkward silence, then rushed to speak. “I apologize that your room is not ready.”

“No, no need to apologize. Indeed, I should do so for the shock I have given you. I thought Sir Andrew would have written, but no doubt his letter has not had time to reach you.”

“No doubt. If you will excuse me . . .” She gave him as close to a smile as she could muster and turned away.

“No, wait.” He followed her to the foot of the staircase. “Please.”

Isobel stopped on the stairs and turned reluctantly to face him. He was a step below her, so that his head was level with hers, only inches away. His eyes, she realized, were not black or brown as she had thought, but a dark blue, shadowed by thick black lashes. The odd color, combined with the high slash of his cheekbones, gave his face a faintly exotic look. She found it unsettling.

“Are you—I’m not entirely sure I understood what that fellow said, but it seemed—are you related in some way to Sir Andrew?”

“I am his sister.”

“His sister!” His eyes widened. “I’m sorry. Sir Andrew never mentioned . . . I didn’t know . . .”

“There is no reason you should.” This time she could not manage even an attempt at a smile. Whirling, she ran up the stairs.

“Isobel?” Her aunt stood outside the door of the sitting room, looking a trifle lost.

Isobel pulled up short, barely suppressing a groan. Aunt Elizabeth’s memory had been growing hazier the last few months, and Isobel had found that any unexpected occurrence tended to make her condition worse. But Isobel was not sure she could explain the situation calmly when she felt as if she might shatter into a storm of tears herself.

“Isobel, who was that man? Was he talking about Andrew?” Her aunt’s face brightened. “Is Andrew here?”

“No. Andrew is in London. Or at least I suppose he is, since he has not bothered to write.”

“He is so careless that way.” Aunt Elizabeth smiled indulgently. “Of course, young men have better things to do than write home.”

“He might have thought of something besides himself for once.”

“Isobel? Are you angry with Andrew?”

“Yes, I am.” She added, softening her tone, “A bit.” She couldn’t give in to her feelings in front of Elizabeth.

“But why was Hamish upset? Who is that man?”

“He knows Andrew. I—he is staying here for a time.”

“Oh. How nice—a visitor. He was quite a handsome young man, I thought.” Elizabeth’s eyes gleamed speculatively, and for a moment she seemed like her old self. “It will be good for you to have someone your own age here.”

“Don’t.” Isobel felt as if she might choke. “Please, don’t try to matchmake. It’s impossible.”

“Nonsense. Now come in and sit down and tell me all about him.”

“I cannot.” Isobel pulled away, ignoring the faint hurt in her aunt’s eyes. “I will come back later and tell you everything I know. But right now I must go. I—I have to fetch something. From Meg.”

Her aunt frowned. “Meg?”

“Meg Munro, Auntie; you know Meg. Coll’s sister. Their mother Janet was Andy’s wet nurse.”

“Of course I know Meg.”

The vagueness in Elizabeth’s gray eyes made Isobel doubt her aunt’s words. I cannot bear it, she thought.

“I must go,” she repeated, and fled down the hall without looking back.

Inside her bedroom, Isobel closed the door and sagged against it. She wasn’t sure how she had gotten through it without breaking down. Her knees were jelly, her hands trembling. She heard the sound of footsteps and voices in the hall outside her door as Hamish and the Englishman walked past, a bitter reminder that her home was gone.

Not just the house she had grown up in, but the loch, the earth, the rocks and caves, every inch of this land and its wild, harsh beauty. Her very life was tumbling down around her, ripped away by her young brother’s folly. Even her beloved aunt was being taken from her bit by bit each day, her mind retreating.

She could not hold back a sob. Grabbing up her cloak, she ran from the room, tearing down the stairs and out into the yard as if pursued by devils.
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Jack looked around the unprepossessing bedchamber. The room to which Hamish had led him was large, he would give it that—large and cold and sparsely furnished. At the far end was an unlit fireplace. A massive wardrobe loomed against the wall opposite, its dark walnut and plain lines at odds with the decoratively carved oaken bed’s delicate—indeed, one could call them spindly—posts. A few more lumps of furniture were hidden under covers, and a faint but distinctly unpleasant odor hung in the air.

Hamish dropped Jack’s bag unceremoniously on the floor beside the bed, muttering something beneath his breath. Could this growling gnome of a man really be the butler? Jack did not expect a butler to be friendly, for they could be chilling in their courtesy, but he had never encountered another so surly or so lacking in dignity.

“I take it this room has not been occupied in a while,” Jack commented, and the butler cast an unfriendly glance his way.

“We wurnae expecting ye.” Hamish’s accent, if possible, seemed even thicker than it had before.

Jack peeled off his sodden jacket and began to unknot his equally wet neckcloth. He wondered if the estate was in as bad a shape as the state of this room suggested. He did not know Sir Andrew well, but the lad had always sported plenty of blunt, a bird of paradise on his arm, the wine flowing freely, as he gambled away the night.

Hamish ripped the covers from the one set of windows, sending dust flying and revealing velvet curtains that might once have been dark green or blue or perhaps even red. Their nap was worn so thin that in spots the afternoon light, weak as it was, glowed through the material. Hamish shoved the draperies open, alleviating the gloom somewhat, then clumped about the room, yanking off the rest of the covers.

“Will ye be wanting anything else?” The butler gave Jack a look that was more challenge than inquiry.

“I believe a fire in the grate might be appropriate,” Jack snapped, nettled. “And what the devil is that smell?”

“Smell?” The butler gazed at him blankly. “I widna know, sir. The sheuch, mebbe, below.”

Jack felt sure his own expression was now as lacking in comprehension as the other man’s. Did these people not speak English? “The what?”

“The sheuch.” The butler made a careless gesture toward the window. “A lass will be in to licht the fire for ye. Dinner’s at acht.”

Jack was unsure whether all Scots were this unintelligible or Hamish was simply determined to be difficult, but in either case Jack was not about to give the butler the satisfaction of asking for clarification. Jack nodded briefly in dismissal, ignoring the glint of animosity in the man’s eyes.

Jack had barely finished pulling on a set of clean and blessedly dry clothes when there was a soft tap on the door, and at his response, a maid entered, carrying a hod of coal. Shooting him a sullen glance even as she bobbed a curtsy, she set about laying coal in the fireplace and lighting it. Jack strolled to the window.

The vista before him was enough to make him wish the fog had not lifted. In the distance he could see a green swell of land strewn with boulders and what seemed to be a building that had fallen into a jumble of stones. Closer to the house a large, muddy yard led to outbuildings of various sizes, as well as some wooden pens. Directly beneath his window was a ditch. This, he surmised, was the “sheuch” Hamish had mentioned as the source of the malodorous scent in the room.

Behind him, the maid uttered a little squeak, and Jack swung around to see black smoke billowing into the room from the fireplace. The girl, coughing, hastened to pull the handle of the flue, and Jack swung back to the window. The ancient catch stuck, but after a few moments of struggle, it screeched open, and he shoved up the window.

The smoke wafted out, but the odor from outside increased, mingling with the smell of the smoke to render the room even more wretched. Muttering a curse, Jack left the room. If he had not already been planning to sell Baillannan, this day would have convinced him to do so. He stalked down the corridor, no purpose in his movement, just an itching need to get away. Every door along the way was shut, and the only noise was the sound of his own footsteps, imbuing the place with an eerie emptiness.

The corridor ended at the long main hallway, and he stopped before the set of double windows, contemplating his folly in coming here. These windows looked out over the side yard, a slightly more pleasant prospect than the drainage ditch behind his own bedchamber. As he watched, a woman emerged from the house. She wore a cloak, the hood shoved back since it was no longer raining, and the light caught the dark blond of her hair. It was Isobel Rose. He straightened and leaned forward. Miss Rose intrigued him.

It seemed absurd that such a beauty should be languishing away in this godforsaken spot. But it was more than her creamy-white skin and thick, honey-colored hair that drew him, something that went beyond the swift, strong tug of lust he’d felt when he’d looked up and seen her standing above him on the stairs. He would have expected tears, even hysteria, from any woman who’d received the blow she’d been dealt. Astonishment had lit her face, followed an instant later by a fierce flash of anger, then fear, in those deep-gray eyes, but she had reined her emotions in, settling her expression into one of studied calm. She did not hide her feelings, a talent Jack himself was well acquainted with, but she exercised a strength of will, a control, that interested him. He could not help but wonder what it would take to shatter that control. And whether any man had ever been able to do so.

As he watched Isobel, he saw a tall, blond man striding toward her across the yard. She hesitated for an instant before she continued toward the man, her steps slower. Reaching up, she ran her hand across her cheeks, and Jack suspected with a pang of compunction that she was wiping away tears.

He frowned, irritated by his reaction. He was no gentleman, no man of sensibility or refinement. No matter how much he might appear to be one, it was mere trappings—all clothes and speech and manner, learned at the feet of an adventurer with a heart as cold as stone. Sutton Kensington had never shown an ounce of compassion for the victims of his swindles, and he would have scorned any such feeling of pity in his son. Even though Jack had escaped both the man and his schemes, he knew that he remained, like his father, merely a carefully crafted shell of a gentleman. He had no inbred code of honor, no inclination toward pity. He was not a man to be afflicted with guilt.

Besides, he had no reason to feel guilty, he reminded himself. It was not his fault the woman had lost her home. He had not cheated her brother; he had won fairly. If Jack had not accepted Baillannan as payment, it would only mean that Sir Andrew would have lost it at some later time.

The devil take the man! What had the fool been thinking, tossing his home into a wager as if it were a mere bagatelle? Until Jack saw the house, he had assumed it was Sir Andrew’s lodge, a place where he retreated to hunt or fish or have a bit of quiet—though, Lord knows, Jack could not envision that young wastrel doing any of those. Jack had not realized Baillannan was Rose’s ancestral estate. Even less had he imagined that he would be turning a young woman out of her home.

Shaking the thought from his mind in irritation, he watched the couple in the yard below. They were deep in conversation, the man bending solicitously over Miss Rose. Who was the fellow and what was he to her? He was dressed in the plain, rough trousers and shirt of a worker, not the clothes of a gentleman, so he could not be a suitor. But a closeness in their pose denoted familiarity, even affection, and tenderness was in the man’s face as he gazed down at her. Could the lovely and genteel Miss Rose have taken a plebeian lover?

He should have found the thought amusing, but somehow it only added to his annoyance, and he turned away from the window with an impatient gesture, glaring down the long, inhospitable hallway. This damnable place! The belligerent servants . . . the unpleasant room . . . the wet, bleak landscape. There was nothing here to please the eye or lighten the spirit.

Worst of all, it seemed he could not get rid of the image of Isobel Rose, her face paling, her eyes stark, when he’d told her that her home was no longer hers.
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Isobel rushed out the side door, her cloak billowing around her. Her cheeks were wet with tears, and she brushed them aside impatiently as she strode toward the loch—and the comfort that the still, gray water always brought. She had taken only a few steps before she saw Coll Munro coming toward her, his face drawn into a black scowl. Well, at least she would not have to put up a brave front with Coll.

“Izzy!” In a sign of Coll’s own agitation, he called her a childhood nickname rather than the formal “Miss Isobel” that he deemed appropriate for their stations now. He had come out without his jacket or cap, and his shaggy blond hair was wind tossed, his cheeks flushed. She wasn’t sure whether the cold had put the red in his cheeks or anger, for his square jaw was pugnaciously set and his blue eyes were bright, as if he’d been lit from within. “Where is the blackguard? I’ll throw him out.”

“No.” Isobel shook her head, but she felt warmed by his anger on her account. She could always count on Coll. “There is no use.”

“What do you mean, no use? Katie said some Sassenach scoundrel was claiming to own Baillannan.” Coll half turned as though he were about to go on to the house.

“It’s not just a claim.” She put her hand on his arm. “It’s real. He owns it.”

“What? How could that be? You’re not making sense, lass.” Coll bent toward her, his anger turning to a gentler concern.

“Andrew gave it to him!” she burst out. “He wagered Baillannan and lost.”

Her words effectively silenced Coll, who could do no more than gape at her. Finally he said, “Can he do that? Surely it has to stay in the Rose family.”

“Baillannan is not entailed; Papa left it to Andrew freehold. He had no way of knowing that Andrew would turn out to be so feckless. The estate was Andrew’s, free and clear; he could bequeath it or sell it or do whatever he wished, including throwing it all away on a hand of cards!”

Her voice broke on the last words.

“That fool! That stupid, selfish bastard—” Coll broke off and swung away, slamming his fist into his palm. He cursed, his voice low and vicious, and Isobel was glad he had spared her the names he was calling her brother—though, frankly, at the moment, she would have liked to say some of the same things to Andrew. “I dinna think he would do something like this,” Coll went on, in his emotion his voice slipping deeper into a soft burr. “I should have made him stay here last time. . . .”

“How would you have done that? Locked him in his room? Tied him down? He’s a grown man now, Coll, not some lad off at school, having a lark. He’s not green as grass in his first year in London. He is twenty-five years old. And he still can think of nothing but drinking and gambling!” She could not hold back her bitter words; they tumbled out of her, too long denied and pent up.

“I should have knocked some sense into him,” Coll growled.

“I’m not sure that is possible.” She sighed, her outburst draining her anger and leaving her weary. “He came into his inheritance too young, only seventeen when our father died, and Cousin Robert was so strict a guardian, kept him on too short a leash. It was no wonder he kicked over the traces when he turned twenty-one. I told myself he would get tired of spending his days in idleness, that he would have his fling, then settle down. That he’d come back home and be the Laird of Baillannan.”

Coll let out a snort. “You are more the laird than Andy’ll ever be.”

Isobel gave him a faint smile. “I did not say mine was a realistic hope.” The flash of humor left her face. “Oh, Coll! How could Andy have so little care for Baillannan? The land and the people and our family. It’s his inheritance!”

“How could he have so little thought for you, I’d say!” Coll flared.

“It’s not just me,” Isobel reminded him softly.

“Aye, I know.” He let out a weary sigh. “’Tis your aunt and the servants and all the crofters, too. Baillannan will be like Duncally and the others—they’ll throw the crofters out of their homes. No doubt this Englishman will bring in a steward like MacRae, as the earl did.”

“I heard one of MacRae’s men was tossed in Ferguson’s lochan two days ago.” Isobel studied her friend’s face.

“So I heard.” Amusement lit his eyes. “It’s said he decided to go back to Edinburgh.”

“Coll, have a care.”

“You know me. I am a cautious man.”

His words pulled a chuckle from her. “Indeed. I am well aware of the kind of caution you exercise. I’ve seen you swinging down into some cave you’ve discovered, nothing but a light and a rope and a prayer.” She sobered. “I know you hate the Clearances; I do, too. I cannot bear that so many families are losing their homes. But these men who are fighting the landlords will go to gaol if they are caught. Promise me you won’t do anything rash. I worry about you.”

“And I appreciate that.” Neatly sidestepping her entreaty, he went on, “But right now, you are the one we must worry about. Are you sure this Englishman is telling the truth? He really holds title to Baillannan?”

“He showed me the note of hand Andrew had given him. It was Andrew’s writing. He has the deed, as well.”

“What will you do? You know I will help you in whatever way you want. And my sister will, as well; that goes without saying.”

“I know.” Isobel smiled faintly. “You are a true friend, you and Meg both. But what can I do except take Aunt Elizabeth and leave Baillannan?”

“You should not have to go anywhere. This is your home. Come, Isobel, this isn’t like you. Would you not fight for Baillannan?”

“Of course I would!” Isobel planted her hands on her hips and glared up at him. “How can you say such a thing?”

“Ah, there’s the Isobel I know.” His mouth quirked up at the corner. “You always were a fighter—just quieter about it than Meg.”

She grimaced at him. “You needn’t insult me to get my dander up. Of course I’m angry. I would fight to the end if I had the slightest idea how.”

“Och, lass, I have faith in you. You’ll think of some way around this scoundrel.”

“I don’t know that he’s a scoundrel. He seemed a gentleman—quite pleasant, really. It was clear that he was surprised to find he would have to turn Andrew’s sister out on the streets.”

“And would a ‘pleasant’ gentleman let a callow lad like Andy wager his home on a hand of whist? Whether he knew of your presence here or not, anyone could see that Andrew is a plum ripe for the taking. A real gentleman would not take advantage of that.”

“No. You are right. A man of conscience would not. No matter how much Andrew believes he is awake on every suit, in truth he would be easy prey for any sharp. Perhaps Mr. Kensington even fuzzed the cards to ensure the outcome. I cannot help but be suspicious, but it matters not. I’ve no way of knowing that and even less of proving it.” She paused, thinking. “Still . . . I did give in too easily. I was so shocked I could scarcely even read what he showed me.” She squared her shoulders, determination settling on her face. “I cannot just run. I must do what I can to fight this. I shall demand to see Andrew’s vowel again. Perhaps I missed something. And . . . I can delay. It will take some time, after all, to make arrangements to leave. In the meanwhile, I shall write Papa’s solicitor in Inverness for advice. Perhaps I can come up with some way to thwart Mr. Kensington.”

“You will. I am sure of it.” Coll took her hand in his own work-scarred one and gave it an encouraging squeeze. “And remember what Ma always told you: ‘You worry too much, wee one. Dinna fash yourself.’ ”

“ ‘It will all be better come the morn,’ ” Isobel said, supplying the rest of Janet Munro’s admonition. “I know. I only hope she’s right.”

“Ma was never wrong, don’t you remember?”

Isobel smiled. “Thank you. I must go back and explain all this to Aunt Elizabeth. No doubt she is worrying herself sick.”

“Go.” Coll pressed her hand again, then released it. “And remember—I’m here if you need me.”

“Thank you.” Isobel walked back to the house, planning the best way to tell her aunt. As she entered the side door and started toward the stairs, however, she heard a sound from the direction of the drawing room. She paused, casting a glance upstairs, then turned and walked down the hall to the drawing room.

Jack Kensington was inside, standing before the fireplace, his hands outstretched toward the flames. He turned at the sound of her steps and smiled. “Miss Rose. It’s a pleasure to see you again. Pray join me.”

“I trust you are settled in,” Isobel began formally, ignoring the odd little flip inside her at the sight of his smile.

“Yes. But I could see that it would take some time for the fire to overcome the chill, so I came downstairs.” He cast a glance toward the huge stone fireplace behind him. “This seemed ample warmth.”

“Yes. One would think they were accustomed to roasting an ox here,” Isobel said lightly as she walked over to join him. “My ancestors tended to build on a grand scale.”

“I can see that. But ’tis lovely.” He gestured toward the carved rosettes that adorned the mantel and marble surrounds.

“Yes, they were enamored with their own name as well.” Kensington was absurdly easy to talk to; she had to remind herself that he was not in any way her friend. His charm was too easy, too practiced to be real, and the warmth of his smile did not change the cool calculation in his eyes. Beneath his pleasant manner lived the cold, hard man who had taken advantage of her brother’s foolishness.

Isobel stiffened her spine and tried to recapture her formal tone. “Mr. Kensington . . . I should like to take another look at the papers you showed me earlier. I fear I was too taken aback to give them a sufficient perusal.”

He studied her for a moment, his handsome face unreadable. It was no surprise that he was adept at card games. Unlike her brother, whose every emotion and thought showed on his face, Jack Kensington gave away nothing. “Of course.” He reached into an inner pocket of his coat and withdrew the folded papers, extending them to her. “I think you will still find that they are quite in order.”

Isobel took the documents, unfolding them, and was struck with despair at the familiarity of her brother’s handwriting. She had made no mistake. The flourish of the A in his signature, the bold, careless stroke of the pen, the misspelling of their as Andrew always did—it was his hand. Still, she read through the transfer of deed as well and the repetition of her brother’s signature.

“Yes. I see.” She lifted her head, keeping her gaze flat and even. “Still, I should like my solicitor to go over the papers.”

“Of course. Whenever he wishes.” He lifted the documents from her cold fingers, refolding them and settling them back in his pocket.

“How could you?” Isobel snapped, stung by the indifference of his manner. “How could you have taken advantage of a naive, foolish boy like that?”

“Foolish?” His eyebrows rose fractionally. “I will grant you Sir Andrew is that. But he is a man, I think, not a boy, and far from naive. I fear you see him through a sister’s fond eyes.”

“I see my brother quite clearly,” Isobel retorted. “I realize that it takes little to lead him into gambling.”

“I did not lead him anywhere.” For the first time, a touch of asperity was in Jack’s well-modulated voice. “He was already deep into play before I joined the game.”

“And you saw that he was ready for the fleecing?”

“If you are accusing me of cheating your brother, Miss Rose, I can assure you that I did not.” Unlike Isobel’s voice, flaring with heat, Kensington’s was cold as a winter’s night. “Sir Andrew is an inept cardplayer, and he amplifies his poor play by being convinced that he is quite clever at it. It is a common failing among the young blades of London. I won Baillannan fairly, and the fault for dispossessing you from your home lies squarely with Sir Andrew.”

Isobel clenched her fists, and her cheeks flamed with color. She wanted to rage, to fly at this man with her fists, but years of courtesy—and the truth of his statement—kept her still. She swallowed hard against the anger clogging her throat, reminding herself that she could not afford to antagonize this man. At the moment she was too furious to care if he tossed her out the door, but she had to think of her aunt. “I beg your pardon. You are right, of course. I should not blame you for my brother’s failings. Pray excuse me. I must go inform my aunt.”

“Your aunt? There is another—”

“Yes, Aunt Elizabeth lives at Baillannan as well. No doubt you will meet her tonight at supper.” Isobel could not bear to stay here and discuss her deplorable situation any further. Giving him an abrupt nod, she turned and strode from the room.

She was in too ill a humor to speak with her aunt, but neither could she just walk past the sitting room where Elizabeth sat, so she turned in to the room, forcing her face into more pleasant lines.

“Isobel!” Aunt Elizabeth looked up, relieved. “Dearest, what is happening? I saw a strange man just now walking down the hall. Who is he? Do I—I don’t know him, do I?”

“No, Auntie, you’ve never met him. He is the man who arrived earlier this afternoon.”

“Oh, yes, of course. The friend of Andrew’s. What was his name?”

“Kensington. Jack Kensington.”

“Not a Scotsman, then.”

“No. He is English.”

“Ah, well, I am sure he is quite nice anyway.”

“Aunt Elizabeth . . . he is not a friend of Andrew’s. He met him at a club. A gambling den. He— Andrew wagered Baillannan, and he lost. Mr. Kensington owns our home now.”

Her aunt said nothing, merely stared at her in white-faced shock. After a long moment, she said, “Oh.” She looked away, her hands knotting in her lap. “Oh, dear. I . . . I cannot think quite what to do.”

“For the moment we are doing nothing. I will ask Mr. Kensington for leave to stay here a time so that we can get our things together.” Isobel debated whether she should tell her aunt of her plans to write their solicitor. Would it be worse to get her aunt’s hopes up or to leave her worrying? Finally, she went on, “Do not trouble yourself over this. I will find a way, work it out somehow. We will be all right.”

“Of course you will, dear.” Elizabeth gave her a wan smile. “Poor Andrew. He must be heartsick over this.”

“He should be,” Isobel snapped. “Since he threw away our home on a card game.”

“I am sure he did not mean to lose it. He has always been too impulsive.”

“Unthinking is more like it. Or uncaring.” Isobel drew in a calming breath. It would do her aunt no good to see Isobel’s distress—or to hear criticism of her beloved nephew.

“Don’t worry.” Aunt Elizabeth reached out to take her hand. “We will come about. I am sure of it. You have always been a clever girl. God does not close one door without opening another.” She smiled.

“Well, I wish I knew where it was.”

“We shall just have to put our minds to it.” Elizabeth glanced toward the clock. “Oh, my, ’tis getting late. We must get dressed for dinner. We should look our best, you know, to face Mr.—what did you say his name was, dear?”

“Kensington, Auntie. Mr. Kensington.”

“A very nice name.” Her aunt rose, then said softly, “I wish your father were still here. John always knew just what to do.”

“I wish he were, too, Auntie.” Isobel squeezed her aunt, her heart aching at the sight of tears welling in her aunt’s eyes. “But you are right. We will come about.”

Isobel was late going down to supper, having spent several minutes composing a note to her father’s lawyer—and another few minutes giving in to the tears that had been threatening to overwhelm her ever since Mr. Kensington’s arrival. She changed into a more formal evening dress, draping her best shawl over her arms against the chill, but she did not waste time trying to improve her appearance as her aunt had suggested. She could not imagine Mr. Kensington would be any more amenable if she looked prettier, and she was not about to try to charm the man who was taking away her home.

Her stomach was a nest of nerves as she hurried to the dining room. She found herself growing increasingly on edge in social situations with her aunt, for she had to be on alert to smooth over any mistakes Elizabeth might make, and tonight would be even worse, for Isobel could not bear to have this strange man witness her aunt’s confusion or distress. And the strained, even antagonistic conversation between her and Kensington this afternoon could make polite dinner conversation awkward.

When she stepped into the dining room, she saw with a sinking heart that both Kensington and her aunt were already there. She could only hope that Elizabeth had not said anything untoward. Isobel sneaked a look at Kensington as she took her seat, but she could see nothing in his face to indicate his mood. Her insides clenched even tighter.

“My, don’t you look lovely, dear.” Elizabeth smiled at Isobel. “Don’t you agree, Mr. Kensington?”

“Indeed, Miss Rose. Your niece is a vision well worth waiting for.” His compliment was swift and practiced, as was the smile he aimed at Elizabeth. “Of course, it is clear that beauty runs in the family.”

Her aunt’s cheeks flushed at the compliment, and Isobel realized, startled, that Aunt Elizabeth was actually enjoying her conversation with Kensington. Isobel could not help but wonder if Elizabeth had truly understood what Isobel had said to her earlier.

“Mr. Kensington and I have been having a lovely talk,” Elizabeth told her niece. “One forgets how pleasant it is to have visitors. Did you know that this is Mr. Kensington’s first trip to Scotland? You should show him around the estate tomorrow, Isobel.”

“Um, yes, of course.” Isobel affixed a courteous smile to her face. “If Mr. Kensington would like that.” She glanced toward him, sure that he would turn down the offer. He must find it strange that Aunt Elizabeth was talking as if he were a guest in his house.

“Indeed, I should be most grateful.” Kensington smiled affably. Obviously he felt none of Isobel’s unease after their confrontation.

“When you see some of the beauty Baillannan has to offer, Mr. Kensington,” Elizabeth said almost coquettishly, “perhaps you will decide not to depart so quickly.”

“You are leaving?” Isobel’s heart lifted in hope. Maybe the man would simply go away. He clearly had no liking for the place. A new thought struck her. What if she could convince him that she could maintain the estate, sending him the profit? After all, that was essentially what she had been doing for Andrew all these years. It would not be her home any longer, but at least she would not have to uproot her aunt. Her mind worked feverishly as the other two continued to talk.

“Yes.” Kensington nodded. “My intent was merely to see Baillannan and return to London.”

“Of course, perhaps you are married and have a wife to whom you wish to return posthaste,” Elizabeth went on, her tone studiedly casual. Isobel’s eyes widened in alarm. Surely her aunt was not still bent on matchmaking?

“No, Miss Rose, I am not married,” Kensington replied politely. “I fear it is a state for which I am not destined; I have never been romantically inclined.”

“You must not give up hope,” Elizabeth told him as though he had expressed regret about his marital state. “You will find the right woman. I am sure of it.” Their guest seemed to have no answer for that, and Elizabeth continued to chatter. “No doubt there are other things in London that draw you back. I know the city holds a great allure for young men.” Elizabeth sighed. “Sadly, Andrew never stays long with us, either. It is too bad of him not to accompany you on your journey here. I shall have to scold him in my next letter.”

Kensington looked nonplussed at this remark, and Isobel hastened to smooth over her aunt’s words. “Yes, Andrew would have done better to have introduced you to us and explained the situation. It would have been much easier all around, I am sure.”

“No doubt he was distraught,” Jack replied drily.

“Distraught?” Aunt Elizabeth frowned. “Is Andy in some scrape at school again? Are you at Christ’s College as well, Mr. Kensington? Or perhaps you are one of Andrew’s tutors?”

To Kensington’s credit, he did not turn a hair at Aunt Elizabeth’s odd statement, but simply said, “No, Miss Rose, I was an Oxford man myself. I met Sir Andrew in London.”

“Andrew isn’t in school anymore, Aunt Elizabeth,” Isobel reminded her gently. “You remember, he is in London now.”

“Yes, of course. How foolish of me.” Elizabeth gave an embarrassed laugh. “You must forgive me, Mr. Kensington. I sometimes forget how grown-up our Andrew is.”

“Easily understood, Miss Rose. Sir Andrew is still quite young.”

“So true.” Elizabeth smiled at him, the faint confusion clearing from her expression.

Isobel could not help but warm a little to the man for the easy way he responded to her aunt. She steered the conversation back to a safe path. “It is a shame you have had such a rude introduction to our Highland weather, Mr. Kensington.”

Kensington followed her lead, and they made it through the meal by touching on London, Edinburgh, and the state of the roadways, as well as the rain. Still, it was nerve-racking picking a delicate way through the conversational pitfalls, avoiding anything that would highlight her aunt’s failing memory or their coming homeless state at the hands of Mr. Kensington. It did not help matters that supper consisted mostly of a strangely tasteless and watery mutton stew, along with a wedge of haggis, which Kensington gave a dubious look and set aside without tasting.

When supper finally ended and the women rose to leave Mr. Kensington to his postmeal port, Isobel hung back for a moment after her aunt left the room. She had planned what she would say. But Kensington’s announcement at the beginning of the meal that he would soon be leaving Baillannan had changed the situation—or had at least changed her view of it. Now, as he stood politely, gazing at her with those oddly dark blue eyes, his brows raised the faintest bit in inquiry, she felt tongue-tied and awkward.

“I wanted to ask you,” she began at last. “That is, when you said that you were returning to London, do you not mean to live at Baillannan?”

“No.” He looked at her as if she had suggested he might live on the moon. “Of course not. I merely wanted—well, I’m not sure what. To see the place, I suppose.”

“Then you will need someone to manage the estate for you, as I have the past several years for Andrew. Someone experienced and trustworthy.” She laid the groundwork for her appeal, knowing how difficult it would be to convince him that a woman could do the job.

“No, wait.” Kensington held out his hand as if to stop her. “If you are leading up to suggesting a man you think would suit the position, I must tell you that I won’t need a manager. I intend to sell Baillannan.”

“Oh.” Her stomach dropped. “I see.”

“I am a city dweller, Miss Rose. And I find the trip a trifle long to visit with any frequency.”

“I see.” It was hopeless, obviously, but she made another push. “If you kept Baillannan, the estate would provide you with income.”

“Scarcely as much as one would receive in a sale. And while I am sure that this friend of yours is an admirable person, there is the uncertainty that comes with letting another handle one’s accounts.”

“Of course.” Isobel nodded, the brief spark of hope extinguished. She took a breath and began again. “I wanted to ask you . . . if you would be so kind . . . that is, I must make arrangements for my aunt and me to move. And the house is so, well, there are so many family things that I am sure you would wish me to remove. I fear it will take me a few days to get it all in order. I hoped— I would ask you the favor of remaining here until I have it settled.”

“Naturally. Please, take as much time as you need.” He took a step toward her, then stopped and, with an awkwardness she had not seen before in him, said, “Miss Rose . . . I assure you, I did not know—that is, it was never my intent to turn you out of your home. I am truly sorry.”

“Yes.” Isobel forced a smile. “So am I.”
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Jack Kensington stared down at the meal laid out before him. The gray porridge in the large bowl was so thick he was sure it could have been used for glue. The plate beside it was loaded with several meats and two fried eggs, leaking their yellow yolks in an unappetizing way. The meats were fried, as well. One he recognized as the kind of indigestible-looking dark wedge he had avoided at supper the evening before—indeed, it could have been the same one, for all he knew. The other meat was in the shape of a sausage and had the color and consistency of a piece of charcoal. A smaller plate held a flat, roundish bread product.

He had better leave here soon or he might starve to death. Deciding that the bread appeared the only thing remotely palatable, he tore off a piece and found that it snapped in his hand like wood. Putting it in his mouth, he tentatively began to chew. Somewhat to his surprise, the thing did not crack a tooth, but it was bland and unsweetened and seemed to grow larger as he chewed it. He swallowed and washed the lump down with a sip of the bitterly dark tea.

The breakfast matched the rest of his stay so far. The mattress had been thin and the sheets cold, the servants clearly being strangers to a warming pan. The raucous cry of a rooster had jerked him awake, and the twitter of birds combined with the chill had chased away any possibility of further sleep. The maid who had come in to clean out the ashes and start the fire had been as dull witted as the others, and her brogue was equally thick. It had taken her a great deal of time to understand his request for a pitcher of water for the washstand, and when it arrived, it had been as cold as the cup of tea he was now holding.

He saw clearly why Sir Andrew spent all his time in London—although Jack did think it cruel of the man to leave his sister marooned here. The thought of Andrew’s sister was the pleasantest one he had had today, so his mind lingered on her as he forced down more bread and tea.

Her control had slipped for a few minutes yesterday afternoon, and he had rather liked watching the light flare in her eyes and her cheeks bloom with angry color—even if she was accusing him of taking advantage of her brother. Last night at the supper table she had regained her calm. She’d been nervous; he could see that in her eyes and the restless movement of her hands as she touched her glass and utensils, but she had been in command of her tongue. With a little effort on his part, she had even smiled, and seeing that had been even more enjoyable than her little spark of anger.

If Isobel’s lithe form was clad in a fashionable gown and her rich blond hair done up in a more modern style, she would have ample suitors in the city. Indeed, he would not mind in the least showing her some of the amusements London had to offer . . . and other, more basic, joys as well. It was easy to envision a little dalliance with the lovely Miss Rose to enliven his time in this grim place—though, since she considered him a thorough villain, it would require his best efforts of persuasion. But he enjoyed a challenge.

Less enjoyably, his inner vision of Isobel Rose turned to her face last night, her great gray eyes filled with sadness and loss, and he felt once again a pang of remorse. What had happened to her was not his fault, but he could not but regret that he was the one who had delivered her fate to her.

At that moment, almost as if he had conjured her up, Isobel walked through the door. Jack jumped to his feet, aware of a distinct lift in his spirits. Relief, no doubt, at the prospect of company other than the glowering presence of the butler beside the door.

“Miss Rose.” He managed to pull out her chair before Hamish could get there, which gave him a doubtlessly childish pleasure. “How lovely you look.” Because his mind had been on it, he continued, “You should come to London with your brother. The gentlemen of the city would be at your feet.”

“No doubt—as long as all the gentlemen of the city are as egregious flatterers as you,” Isobel retorted, but she gave him an unforced smile, which pleased him far more than seemed reasonable. Her smile was swift and devoid of artifice, and the small flaw of one slightly crooked eyetooth somehow only lent it even more charm.

Hamish left the room and was back almost immediately with a pot of tea—this one steaming, Jack noted—which he poured into Isobel’s cup. Hamish also set down before her a silver tray containing a small pitcher of cream and a bowl of sugar.

“Hamish.” Jack tapped his cup. “You may pour me a fresh cup as well.”

The old man lowered his head in a courteous nod—as if he hadn’t been glaring at Jack the past ten minutes, the old charlatan—and refilled Jack’s cup. This cup of tea was a far cry from the original, confirming Jack’s suspicions that the servants were waging a subtle war against him.

“I see you are an early riser, Miss Rose,” Jack said conversationally.

“As are you.”

“Not normally.” He gave her a rueful smile. “I fear I am unused to the noise in the country.”

“The noise? I would have thought it just the opposite, that Baillannan would be much more peaceful.”

“Mm. Until the birds began their cacophony outside my window at dawn.” He was pleased to see that his wry words brought a chuckle out of Isobel this time. And since she was the only person here with whom he could converse, her smile would enliven his days.

“I am unused to greeting the dawn,” he went on. “However, it will give us ample time for our tour this morning.”

“You want to see Baillannan?” Her eyebrows rose. “I presumed you were merely being polite.”

“I was. Still, it seems a wise thing to do. And since there is actually a sun in the sky this morning, I thought we should not waste the opportunity.”

“Indeed not. I can see you are already learning the ways of the Highlands.”

“Of course, you will wish to eat your, um, breakfast first.” He cast a look down at his plate.

“Mm.” Isobel followed his gaze, then said to Hamish, hovering at her elbow, “I believe I’ll just have the porridge and an oatcake.”

“Of course, miss.” He returned quickly with a bowl of oatmeal, which appeared faintly less like gray sludge than Jack’s, and a tray containing pots of preserves and pale butter.
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