




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





“I warned ye no’ to play games with a man, lass,” Liam said. “If ye play with fire, ye may be burned.”



Ellen leaned across the table, so that her gown was gaping open. “Perhaps. But if you want to touch fire, you must be prepared to hold it in your hand.”

Liam instantly made a move to his right; Ellen jumped to her left and laughed. His smile faded. “Come now, Ellie. Ye’ve had yer fun.”

“Have I?” she asked, as she ran to a window. “Shall I open the window so everyone sees how you chase me to ravage me?”

“Ye’ve no idea how close I am to doing just that,” he said, walking toward her.

Ellen pulled the heavy cord that held the drape, and let it fall. She tossed the cord on the bed and ran to the brazier. His eyes never left her; he followed her, moving slowly, a strange light playing in his eyes. “Ye’ll pay for yer foolishness,” he warned her. “I’ll no’ be gentle.”

“I do not believe I asked you to be gentle, sir…if you catch me.”
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Prologue

Near Aberfoyle,

The Central Highlands of Scotland

1449




In and around Loch Chon, they would talk for many years of how the fair Lady of Lockhart laughed like a madwoman when her husband hanged her lover—on the very eve of her date with the executioner’s ax.

It was an ill wind that drifted across the Highlands in the autumn of 1449, bringing with it first the death of the obese earl of Douglas, whose heart, unable to endure the strain of his gluttony, finally gave out. In that same ill wind, his son William was swept to the title. But William, unlike his father, was fit and capable—so capable, in fact, that the mentors around the boy King James felt threatened, particularly when James, on the verge of manhood, was making a habit of refusing their sage advice. And it was in that rift between king and mentors that William Douglas did indeed see the opportunity to immortalize his power. This he did by supporting the mentor Crichton over the mentor Livingstone, which meant, that anyone aligned with Livingstone was doomed….

Unfortunately, that included Anice of Lockhart, a woman as renowned for her gentle spirit as she was for her beauty, from Loch Katrine to Ballikinrain. Given in matrimony to William’s cousin, Eoghann, the laird of Lockhart, along with a dowry of twenty sows, Anice soon discovered that Eoghann was neither seduced by her charm nor a kind or faithful husband, preferring a rough life of hunting and whoring. Nonetheless, Anice bore the feckless Eoghann five sons and one daughter. While Eoghann had no use for the latter, he adored his sons, and often left Anice and the daughter, Margaret, alone. Such a life of misery did the lovely Anice lead that it was little wonder she fell in love with the handsome Kenneth Livingstone.

Some would say that autumn’s ill wind brought Kenneth Livingstone, a warrior and a nephew to the king’s closest adviser, to the Lockhart keep. And although he was ten years her junior, one look at Anice’s lovely face and Kenneth Livingstone knew the woman he would die for.

Likewise, Anice believed she deserved this chance at love; she confided as much to her lady’s maid, Inghean, and pursued Kenneth’s love with relish, living recklessly, engaging in her adulterous affair openly for anyone to see save Eoghann, for as was his habit, he paid her little mind.

Perhaps Anice would have enjoyed her happiness for many more years had not William become the Douglas earl. Though he could not fault Anice for straying from her marriage—he knew his cousin Eoghann to be a despicable man—he could not forgive her doing so with a Livingstone. Thus her fate was sealed—William dispatched a team of envoys to his cousin’s keep to read aloud the decree of death for the adulterers.

While Eoghann did not object to William’s decree that Kenneth Livingstone should hang, he did object to the same sentence for his wife, and determined that a beheading was far more appropriate for her perfidy. But he would first imprison her in the old tower so that she might observe the construction of the scaffolding from which she and her lover would meet their deaths.

As Anice’s maid Inghean would later recall it for her grandchildren, Anice of Lockhart grew increasingly mad in that last fortnight, stalking about a cold chamber devoid of even the barest of comforts, wild-eyed and clutching a small and hideous sculpture of a beastie. Inghean would never know the significance of the ornamental statue other than to understand that Anice and her lover had shared some secret jest, and Livingstone had commissioned the thing to amuse her. The ornament was ugly—cast in gold, with eyes and mouth made of rubies so that it looked to be screaming, and a tail, braided and interspersed with rubies, that wrapped around its clawed feet.

On the eve of Kenneth’s hanging, Anice called Inghean to her. She was holding in her lap something wrapped in cloth. Slowly, she peeled away the cloth to reveal an emerald the size of a goose egg. It was a gift from her mother, she said, the only thing of value she had managed to keep from Eoghann in all the years they had been married. Anice wrapped the emerald again, and speaking low and quickly, implored Inghean to help her. She pressed the wrapped emerald into Inghean’s hands, then the ugly beastie, and begged that she take them to her brother, the blacksmith, and beseech him to seal the emerald in the statue’s belly for safekeeping. It was, she explained tearfully, her last but most important gift to her daughter, Margaret.

Inghean could not refuse a condemned woman her request. When the deed was done, she returned to the tower, just in time to watch the crowds gather for the hanging of Kenneth Livingstone. She joined her mistress on the battlements around her tower prison and stood, terrified, as Kenneth was led onto the scaffolding. Anice, unwilling to let Eoghann see her fear, cackled like a madwoman.

Then Kenneth looked up, saw Anice standing there, and Anice grabbed Inghean’s hand, her fingernails digging deep as they watched the executioner wrap the noose around Kenneth’s neck. And as the executioner stepped away, Anice leaned over the battlements so far that Inghean feared she might fall, and screamed, “Fuirich do mi!”

“Wait for me!”

The executioner pulled the rope; Kenneth’s fall was quick, as was the break of his neck, and he hung, limp, his suddenly lifeless eyes staring blankly at the roaring crowd gathered before him. Anice let go of Inghean’s hand and fell back against the stone wall of the battlement, her body as limp as her lover’s.

Later, she asked for the statue and her daughter, Margaret, who was just a girl. “Heed me, lass,” she whispered when Margaret was brought to her chamber. “See this that I give ye,” she said, taking the statue from Inghean, “and promise me ye’ll guard it with yer very life!”

When Margaret did not answer right away, Anice shook her. “Do ye hear me, Maggie?” she insisted. “This that I give ye is more valuable than all the king’s jewels. When the time comes and ye fall in love, but yer father gives ye no hope for it, then ye look in the belly of this beastie, do ye ken?”

Margaret glanced fearfully at the awful little thing and nodded.

The next morning, as her husband and her two oldest sons looked on impassively, Anice knelt before the executioner’s block.

In one mean strike of the sword, Anice was sent to meet her lover.

As little Margaret grew older, the times grew more turbulent. The earl William died by the king’s own hand, and suddenly the nation was plunged into a bitter clan war. Douglas warred with Douglas and with Stuart; all alliances were suddenly suspect. Indeed, the three youngest Lockhart sons took issue with their father and their two older brothers, and made their allegiance known to the Stuarts. In the midst of that bloody clan warfare, Margaret, now fifteen, fell in love with Raibert of Stirling, who pledged his allegiance to the younger Lockharts. Margaret came to Inghean to tell her that she had given the statue to Raibert for safekeeping, that they would flee to England with her brothers. She kissed Inghean good-bye and slipped out into the night.

Inghean never saw the lass again, and in fact, it would be years before she would know that Raibert had been killed in the battle in Otterburn, and that the younger Lockharts had taken the beastie with them to England. The beastie, but not their sister, Maggie, who was left behind with a broken heart and put away in a convent by her father, where she would die a year later by her own hand.

Inghean would live for many years afterward to tell the story of the Lady of Lockhart. Yet over time her memory would fade, and she would forget the very small details. By the end of her blessedly long life, the tale of the Lady of Lockhart had come to be known as the Curse of the Lady of Lockhart, for more than one had seen the madwoman laugh at her lover’s hanging, and more than one could believe she had cursed her daughter.

When Inghean at last took leave of this world, the truth of the Lady of Lockhart took leave with her. The so-called curse was separated from fact, and grew to encompass all females born to a Lockhart. The beastie became nothing more than a prized belonging that spawned centuries of clandestine border crossings between England and Scotland by more than one Lockhart wishing to possess it, a practice that would endure for hundreds of years.

By the time Scotland was at last united with her sister England, local legend had it that a daughter born to a Lockhart sire would never marry until she “looked into the belly of the beast.” Family lore interpreted this curse to mean that any daughter born to them must face the Devil before she would marry, and the strength of that curse was bolstered by the strange fact that no Lockhart daughter ever married.








One

Loch Chon, near Aberfoyle,

The Central Highlands of Scotland

1816




A thick mist swirled around the sheepskin ghillie brogues that covered his feet, making it impossible to see where he was stepping. But stealth was imperative—he could see the French camp through the trees directly ahead and wondered how they had managed to track him all the way to Scotland. Obviously, they were still searching for him, still intent on killing him, just as they had been on the Continent.

Liam crouched down behind a tree, observing them. They had stopped for the night, lying about a small fire, one of them roasting some small animal, blessedly unaware of the danger that lurked just beyond the tree line. God, but he wished he could see his men! His Scottish compatriots were just on the other side of the French camp, waiting for him. Liam stood, tried to move again, but the thick mist prevented it, and in fact, his legs felt as if weights had been tied to them, as if he were dragging them through water.

Suddenly, to his right, a flash of color—a French soldier! Liam quickly reached for the dirk at his waist, but it was gone, dropped from the belt of his kilt. The soldier, returning from the call of nature, was startled to see him and fumbled for his pistol. His dagger, where was his dagger? There was no time to think—Liam instantly dropped to his haunches, and in one swift movement pulled the ebony-handled sgian dubh from its sheath at the top of his stocking and lunged before the Frenchman could cry out.

They fell to the ground, Liam landing on top and knocking the air from the man’s lungs as his pistol went flying into the mist. Silently and quickly, as if the man were a beast, Liam slit his throat as he had been trained to do, rolled off him and onto his feet, crouched down with his hands held before him, waiting for the next Frenchman.

What was that? A soft whistle—the bastard Frog somehow had alerted the rest of them! Jesus God, where were his men? His breath coming in heavy grunts now, Liam took one step forward, felt something whisk across his ear, and unthinkingly swiped at it. Another step, and a movement to his left caught his eye. He jerked around, could not help but gasp at the sight of the two-headed troll that faced him, the same one that—Could it be?— had haunted his dreams when he was a wee lad.

He had no time to think; the troll started for him, swaying side to side to maintain its lumbering girth. Something was pushing at Liam’s back, pushing him off balance, but he ignored it, focused only on the troll coming toward him, his hands outstretched, as if he meant to snatch him. His heart pounding, Liam gripped the bloodied sgian dubh and readied himself. Just as he was about to throw himself forward and tackle the troll, he felt a sharp jab to his bum, almost as if someone had wedged a boot—

Liam’s eyes flew open; he saw his brother Griffin standing over him, a feather in his hand, and remembered, groggily, that the war with France was over.

“Ye were dreaming again, laddie,” Griffin said matter-of-factly, and added with a lopsided smile, “I hope she was a bonny thing.”

“Ugh,” Liam groaned, and rolled over in his bed to bury his face in a pillow. “Why must ye bother me so, Grif? Can ye no’ leave a man to sleep?”

“The sun is already shining on the loch, Liam. Yer mother asks after ye, and Payton Douglas has come—did ye no’ promise him a lesson in swordplay?”

Damn if he hadn’t. “Aye,” he said, yawning, “that I did.” He reluctantly pulled the pillow from his face and blinked against the sunlight pouring into the room. He was drenched in sweat again, the result of another nocturnal battle with the French. He’d be glad when his regiment deployed and he could put his dreams behind him.

“Father is due back from Aberfoyle today,” Griffin said, crossing over to the bureau against the wall to examine Liam’s things there, “and Mother requests your presence at the supper table.” He spared Liam a glance. “She’s no’ happy with yer prowling about in the wee hours of the morning.”

Liam simply ignored that—his family did not understand his need to keep his skills finely tuned, something that could only be accomplished by practicing various maneuvers at night as well as day. He pushed himself to his elbows, watched as Griffin picked up the hand-tooled leather ornamental sporran he had purchased from a leathersmith near Loch Ard. “I’ll thank ye to put it down,” he said as his brother peered inside.

With a chuckle, his brother obliged him by tossing the leather pouch back atop the bureau. He moved on to the length of plaid that Liam had draped across a chair, rubbed a corner of the fabric between his fingers, felt the weight of it. Griffin—who had never been given to the old ways—wore black pantaloons, a coat of dark brown superfine, and a pale gold waistcoat, striped in lovely shades of blue that reminded Liam of a flock of peacocks—particularly the fat overfed ones that roamed the gardens in and around the family estate, Talla Dileas.

“’Twas hand woven by the old widow MacDuff,” Liam informed him.

“Ah, of course it was, for who but the old lady MacDuff still makes them?” Griffin asked, and dropping the corner of plaid, turned his attention to Liam. He folded his arms across his chest, crossed one leg over the other, and glanced at his brother’s naked chest. “Tell me, did ye learn to sleep bare-arsed in the army?”

“No,” Liam said, pushing his legs over the side of the bed, “I learned to sleep bare-arsed in the ladies’ boudoirs.”

Griffin laughed, his grin as wide and as inviting as their sister Mared’s. With a yawn, Liam studied his younger brother. He was built like Liam—tall, muscular, dark brown hair, and eyes as green as heather—but he wasn’t quite as big as Liam, having more of the slender, aristocratic frame than the warrior physique for which Liam prided himself. And he was, admittedly, a very handsome man, whereas Liam was…well, plain.

Still laughing, Griffin moved toward the old plank wood door. “I’ll tell Douglas ye’ll join him yet,” he said. “And I’ll tell yer lady mother that ye have indeed promised to attend supper.” He stooped and ducked out of the cavernous tower chamber where the lairds of Lockhart had slept for decades until one had come along and added an entire manor to it.

Liam stood up, let the sheet slip from his naked body, stretched his arms high above his head, then moved to the narrow slit of a window that overlooked the old bailey.

That was Payton Douglas he saw below, parrying his own shadow. Liam rolled his eyes—there wasn’t a Scot around Loch Chon who didn’t think he could be a soldier. But it took more than a wish. It took strength and cunning and courage. He would know, naturally—he had worked his way up through the ranks of the Highland Regiments over the last ten years, had achieved the vaulted status of captain, and had earned not one, but four medals of honor for heroic feats in the Peninsular Wars and at Waterloo. Yes, he knew a thing or two about soldiering, and in his estimation there weren’t many men who had the character for it.

This was precisely what he intended to demonstrate to Payton Douglas.

It was no secret around Loch Chon that there was no love lost between the Douglases and the Lockharts; it was a distrust that went back centuries. Just what, exactly, had happened between them, Liam didn’t know. He only knew that Payton was a Douglas. Nonetheless, he couldn’t help but admire him—he was a capable man, prosperous in hard times…but not so admirable that Liam would give him as much as an inch.

Aye, he’d just have a look at what Douglas had beneath that fancy coat he wore. With a low chuckle of glee, Liam turned from the window, walked to where the plaid was draped, and proceeded to dress.

 

As he waited for Liam (what full-grown man could sleep so late in the bloody day?), Payton amused himself by fencing with his shadow on the old bailey wall. He hadn’t a clue how to go about it, as he had never had the luxury of fencing lessons. But he had seen a few duels and was rather convinced it really wasn’t so difficult. He thrust forward, withdrew, and thrust again, moving his way down the massive stone wall. But he quickly was bored with that and amused himself further by imagining Lockharts were attacking him from all angles. He spun around, jabbed his sword in the air, then spun around again, prepared to lunge, but with a small exclamation of surprise, he stumbled backward, knocking up against the wall and dropping his old dull sword.

“Christ Jesus, Mared, ye could startle a man clear out of his wits!” he exclaimed hotly as he tried to catch his breath.

Having appeared from nowhere, Liam’s younger sister shrugged insouciantly, flipped the long tail of her braid over her shoulder, and adjusted the heavy basket she held at her hip. “Ye should look where ye point that thing.”

Oh, how very helpful. Hands on hips, Payton glared down at Mared. Fat lot of good it did—she hardly seemed to notice. This one had to be the most exasperating of all the bloody Lockharts, which was in and of itself a rather remarkable accomplishment, since they were the most exasperating group of human beings he had ever known.

Mared’s dark green gaze flicked to where his sword lay on the ground. “One canna help but wince when a man is foiled by a stone wall, can one?” she drawled.

Oh, aye, she was exasperating, maddeningly so, and Payton wished to high heaven she weren’t so bloody beautiful. But in that gown of emerald that matched the deep color of her eyes, she was, in a word, bewitching. The emphasis, of course, being on witch. He leaned over, snatched up his sword, and proceeded to knock the dirt from the handle. “Ye’ve a tongue as sharp as a serpent, Mared,” he said, looking up from the sword’s handle, “but damn me if ye donna look as bonny as a clear summer day.”

With a snort, Mared rolled her eyes. “There’s no point to yer flattery, Douglas.”

“Should beauty no’ be admired, then?”

Mared’s eyes narrowed; she reached into the large basket she held, withdrew a bramble berry, and popped it into her mouth. “Ye must take me for a featherbrain,” she said, nonchalantly chewing the berry. “Ye donna admire beauty, ye admire land, that’s all.” She helped herself to another berry. “And ye ask after the Lockhart lands as if they were barren.”

Ah-ha! So she had heard of his inquiries as to the acreage dedicated to cattle on Lockhart land, inquiries that had been made discreetly in Aberfoyle. How she had discovered it, he could only guess, but he’d wager a month’s income that it had something to do with those green eyes of hers. “Ach, yer a naïve lass,” he said, with a dismissive flick of his wrist. “Ye confuse a man’s appreciation with yer foolish pride.”

“Foolish pride?” She grunted her opinion of that sentiment and ate another berry. “And ye confuse ambition with centuries of history, Douglas.”

Now it was Payton’s turn to snort disdainfully, and he pointed the tip of his sword to the ground where her scuffed black leather boots peeked out beneath her gown. “Foolish and stubborn, that is what ye are, Mared Lockhart. Will ye deny, then, that the Douglas and Lockhart lands, if they were one, would prosper more than when they are apart?”

“Diah, ye must have lost yer mind! Why would a Lockhart ever join with a Douglas?”

“So that he…or she, as the unlikely case may be…might double the estate profits by giving wider range to the sheep. That’s why.”

Mared stilled. Blinked. “I think ye have lost yer bloody mind!” she exclaimed, and suddenly burst out laughing. “Honestly, Douglas, do ye truly think we’d trade our coos for sheep?”

Payton glowered at her. Beauty or not, she was as thick-skulled as every Lockhart he had ever known. “Ach, ye’re a foolish lot, ye Lockharts! Ye willna face the truth, willna admit ye are drowning in debt and that yer cattle willna bring what ye need to survive! Sheep, Mared! They need less land and can traverse the terrain, whereas yer bloody coos devour what grass there is by midsummer. And everyone around Loch Chon knows that without the rents from yer tenants, ye canna keep yer head above water.”

Mared’s eyes sparked with fury. She abruptly adjusted the basket she was holding and wagged a slender finger at him. “Ye willna speak to me thus, Douglas! And ye will never put yer dirty hands on Lockhart land!”

“Mared, leannan, let the poor bastard be!”

Mared and Payton both turned as Liam strode purposefully into the old bailey, his plaid swinging around his knees, a thick leather belt holding the pristine white shirt he had tucked into the folds. Payton could not help but smile—Liam Lockhart held fast and strong to tradition and honor, and wore his Scottish pride like a bloody badge. He truly admired his loyalty. And he envied Liam’s life thus far—on more than one occasion Payton wished he had gone off to experience life as Liam had done instead of attending the college as his father had insisted.

Liam stopped several yards in front of Payton and Mared, braced himself on his sturdy legs, and withdrew his sword from its scabbard. He held it as if it weighed nothing, point down, and silently perused Payton. After a moment, he gave a sly smile to Mared. “Best remove yerself from harm, lass,” he said casually. “Douglas here would like a wee lesson in swordplay. Am I right, Douglas?”

“If ye’d be of a mind,” Payton answered amicably.

“Ach,” Mared muttered, “what foolishness.” But she did as Liam suggested, walking to a crumbling old bench along the stone wall. To Payton’s dismay, she put her basket aside and sat herself down, as if she intended to watch the lesson.

“So ye desire a lesson,” Liam said again, slowly lifting the tip of his sword and drawing Payton’s attention away from Mared.

“Aye,” he nodded. “I’ve heard there’s none better with a saber than Liam of Lockhart.”

Liam snorted, lifted his sword. “’Tis true—I am the best. No man proved better.” He took a step, then another, slowly circling as Payton stood patiently, letting the captain have his moment. Liam came to a halt in front of him, and touched the button of Payton’s waistcoat with the tip of his sword. “Have ye ever fought a man sword to sword?”

“No.”

Liam grinned. “I thought as much, or ye’d know to remove yer coat. Ye canna fight all trussed up like a Christmas goose.”

Payton gave him a thin smile, thrust off his coat, and, for good measure, his waistcoat, too, tossing them onto the bench where Mared sat. She smiled wickedly, as if she hoped to see him sliced to ribbons. Payton wasn’t entirely sure she wouldn’t be obliged. He turned to Liam. “Let’s have at it then, shall we?”

A broad, predatory smile spread across Liam’s lips. “En garde,” he said quietly, and instantly moved one leg back, settling on it, while he held the other out from his body, bent at the knee.

Payton lifted his sword, mimicking him, but Liam groaned, rolled his eyes, and touched his sword to Payton’s. “What are ye doing then, Douglas? Put yer hand on yer hip there, and lift yer sword…aye, that’s how ’tis done. Ye’ll want to sweep aside or force mine down, do ye see?” he asked, demonstrating. Payton nodded that he did, and listened intently as Liam went on to explain how to lunge in attack, recover, and lunge again, attacking head, flank, and chest. “The blade precedes the body—it should land on yer target before yer foot hits the ground. Do ye see, then?”

“Aye,” Payton grunted.

They practiced lunging, legs bent, and recovering to the en garde position. Then Liam showed him how to parry, to defend himself in the face of attack, to cross-step, launch an attack, and cross-step again. His technique was, Payton thought, amazingly delicate for a man so large. He felt thick and awkward in comparison, not at all graceful like Liam.

“Aye, ye’ve got the feel for it,” Liam said, nodding, after they had shadow-fenced along the old bailey wall.

“So let’s see how ye be in combat,” he said, and startled Payton with a sudden lunge forward that left the tip of his saber resting on Payton’s belt.

He glanced up at Liam, smiled crookedly. “Ye wouldna be trying to slice off me drawers, now would ye?”

Liam laughed low. “Get yer sword up, man!” he warned Payton, and thrust again, slicing cleanly through the billowing sleeve of Payton’s shirt. Suddenly, they were moving, Payton retreating, lumbering backward, desperately trying to defend himself without falling. “Ach, did ye learn nothing? Heel to toe, heel to toe!” Liam shouted at him, but Payton unexpectedly collided hard with a wall and dropped his sword. Liam thrust the tip of his saber to Payton’s neck. “Tsk-tsk,” he said, shaking his head. “Pity, this. I have ye in death’s grip.”

Payton’s chest was heaving. He blinked against the sun glinting off Liam’s sword, thought about Mared watching him take this beating, and slowly slid down the wall to his haunches, groping for his sword as Liam calmly kept him penned. He nodded, tried to catch his breath. “I see why they say ye are the best, Lockhart.”

“Aye.” Liam grinned. “Ye’ve too much in the arm; no’ enough in yer wrist,” he said. “And ye must remember to keep yer eye on the best angle to strike.”

His sword in hand, Payton nodded, slowly pushed himself up to his feet. “No’ enough in the wrist,” he repeated. “Like this, then?” he asked, and before Liam could respond, Payton lunged, miraculously catching him off-guard. He lunged again, heel to toe, heel to toe, thrusting wildly at the head, chest, and flank, forcing Liam to retreat.

The two danced to the middle of the old bailey so fast that Payton couldn’t even say how it had happened—but he was still in command, still directing the play. The rapid sound of steel on steel sliced through the morning air, setting his teeth on edge. Liam seemed to be back on his heels, and Payton desperately fought to keep him there, jabbing forward, again and again, until he had forced Liam up against the wall, swept his saber aside, and penned him at the throat with his arm.

But instead of being angry, Liam laughed. “Ah, so ye did learn a thing or two,” he said, and abruptly and fluidly pushed and slipped out of Payton’s hold, spun around, and knocked Payton back with the force of his saber across his chest. Payton went down with a great thunk, landing square on his back and with the wind knocked from his lungs. Liam was instantly on top of him, a boot on his abdomen, the tip of the saber at his throat, and his free hand held high in the air in triumph.

For a brief moment, Payton believed Liam would kill him. Until Liam threw his head back and laughed, and offered him a hand up.

And somewhere on the edge of his consciousness, Payton heard Mared exclaim in disappointment, “Ach, for the love of God!”

[image: space]

Carson Lockhart arrived at Talla Dileas from Aberfoyle late that afternoon, kissed his wife, Aila, fully on the lips, and motioned for Dudley, his longtime butler, to pour a dram of whiskey so that he might wash the dirt of the road from his throat.

Aila put aside her mending and watched her husband, quietly assessing him. She had been married to the man for thirty-eight years and could read him like a book. And judging by his dejected expression, she could see that things had not gone well in Aberfoyle. She waited until he was seated comfortably, had drunk his first whiskey and had his second in hand before she spoke. “Well, Carson. What news have ye brought us, then?”

Her husband grimaced at the question, shoved fingers through a thick shock of gray hair. “’Tis no’ good,” he admitted. “They willna lend us another farthing if me very life depended on it.”

That news was hardly unexpected, but they had hoped for better. The old Lockhart estate had grown increasingly hard to maintain in an era of new farming techniques and growing industry, and the family had long since overextended their welcome at the Royal Bank of Scotland. As their debts had mounted, they had come to the conclusion that they could not support so many tenants. The family had agreed they would buy out the crofters who had farmed Lockhart soil for generations—they would offer a fair price and would not, as other lairds had done, push them from their homes. Theirs was a noble intent, but that intent was quietly bankrupting the family.

Aila looked thoughtfully at the thick-paned windows that bordered a wall of what had once been the old castle’s great hall. She wondered if her family would laugh at the idea she had been nurturing the last two weeks. It was a rather ridiculous plan, she’d be the first to admit, but in light of their dire financial situation, it seemed at least worth discussion. They had to do something soon before they lost Talla Dileas and were forced to join the thousands of Highlanders looking for work in Glasgow. The very thought made her shudder; she imagined such an event would kill Carson. She glanced at her husband, whose eyelids were sliding to half-mast, and came to her feet, moving to the great wing-backed chair on which he sat. She ran her hand over the top of his head, leaned down and kissed his forehead. “Shut yer eyes, love,” she murmured, taking the whiskey glass from his hand. “We’ll speak of it later.”

 

One could hardly call it supper by their former standard of living.

It consisted of bannocks, or oat cakes, a rather spindly grouse, a bowl of bramble berries, and black bun cake. “We’ve no food to speak of, milady,” Dudley’s wife, the family cook, had complained to Aila earlier in the week. “I’ve naugh’ but oats.”

“Then we’ll eat bannocks,” Aila had said sharply, frustrated with their increasing poverty, and then had sent Liam into the forest to find game. The bramble berries were thanks to Mared’s diligent efforts to climb to the top of Din Footh to pick them, and the black bun cake courtesy of some rotting fruit. It was fare they could expect until the first of the month when the rents came in—what paltry few were left, anyway.

When the family sat down to supper, they politely ignored the sparse menu, and sipped cautiously from a dwindling supply of wine.

Aila looked down the table, quietly admiring her children. Each of the three was educated and well traveled, something she and Carson had managed to accomplish before things got so bad.

There was Liam, big and strong, the proud soldier. He was Aila’s restless child, the one who had always chafed at the lack of activity in and around Loch Chon. As a boy he had been the most trouble, getting into so many fights that his face was permanently battered. And now this jagged scar, gained at the Battle of Waterloo, new enough that it was still quite garishly red. Even now, at the age of five and thirty, having been home from the Continent only a month, Liam’s restlessness rattled the old house—he had, in this short time, engaged in two fistfights, taught three men how to fence, and had dragged a protesting Griffin to hunt deep in the forest at least twice a week—to keep his soldier skills honed, he said.

Then there was Griffin, her middle child, who, like Aila’s father, whom he so closely resembled, looked so handsome in all his finery and was far more interested in social events than hunting or fighting. Unlike Liam, Griffin preferred the riches of life and was ambitious toward that end, wanting a stature in society Aila feared the family would never achieve. But it was Griffin who kept them thinking, kept them looking forward—he was constantly urging his father to consider new risk-taking ventures that would make the estate more profitable. Given their present circumstances, Aila could not argue with his point of view. Carson, on the other hand, could and did. God love him, but her husband was tucked comfortably in bed with the old way of thinking and was not ready to rise up with a new day.

And then there was Mared, her darling, beautiful Mared, marked by a ridiculous ancient curse that she’d never marry until she faced the Devil himself. Mared hardly believed in such nonsense—certainly none of the family did—but many of the locals in and around Loch Chon did. They regarded her as something of a curiosity, whispered behind their hands about her. Long ago, when she was just a wee lass, Mared had abandoned any pretense of believing she could overcome the wretched curse and lived as she desired, convinced she had nothing to lose, but sadly, just as convinced she had nothing to gain.

Aila would do anything for the four people seated at her table. Anything. Even break the law, for she was certain the English would perceive her plan to be unlawful, even if it was right.

Liam happily devoured his supper, oblivious to the lack of variety, regaling them with tales of the fencing lesson he had given Payton Douglas. “He gave me quite a fight, I’ll hand him that,” he said. “With a bit of proper tutelage, he’d make a decent soldier, he would.”

Mared snorted. “Ye speak as if he is our friend, Liam,” she chided her older brother. “Have ye forgotten? He is a Douglas! And he wasna so promising as ye say.”

“Ah, Mared, how coldly ye speak of our neighbor!” Griffin exclaimed laughingly. “I’d think ye’d be kinder in yer manner, since ye spend so much time traipsing past the man’s house,” he added, absently pushing a bit of grouse around on his plate. “Donna pretend now—ye’ve a soft spot in yer heart for the Douglas.”

The dark rose of a blush bled into Mared’s fair cheeks; she gaped at her brother. “How dare ye say such a vile thing, Griffin! I’d sooner cut me wrist and bleed to death before I’d find room in my heart for a Douglas!”

“Ah, come now,” Carson said gruffly through a mouth full of bannock cakes. “The man’s really no’ so bad, is he, then?”

Appalled, Mared shifted her gaze to her father as Griffin and Liam exchanged a chuckle. “Father, ye donna know what ye say!” she exclaimed, sparing a heated glance at her brothers. “Do ye know what he said to me just today, then?”

“Aye—that his heart had winged its way to yer window, but ye wouldna let it in,” Griffin said poetically, to which Liam guffawed.

Mared grasped the edge of the table and stared at her father. “He said if we were of a mind to save our land, we’d join the Douglas lands as one and give over the coos for sheep!”

That stopped everyone cold. Liam and Griffin leaned forward at the same time, both of them frowning at their little sister. “Ye misunderstood him, then, Mared. He’d no’ say such a thing,” Griffin challenged her.

“Aye, he did! He said, ‘Mared, will ye deny, then, that the Douglas and Lockhart lands, if they were one, would prosper more than when they are apart?’ I said, ‘Ye must have lost yer mind!’ ”

“He said what?” Carson bellowed.

“That we’d all prosper if our lands were together, no’ apart,” she repeated, smiling with smug satisfaction at her brothers.

No one said anything for a moment, until Griffin opined, “In truth, Father, he has a valid point—”

“The bloody hell he does!” Carson shouted. “I’ll be damned if a Douglas will possess one rock of Lockhart land!”

“I should have sliced his arse right off his backside when I had the chance!”

“Liam!” Aila interrupted.

“So Douglas wants our land, does he now?” Carson demanded. Mared nodded furiously. “And there’s no’ a blessed thing to be done for it, no’ with the debt we carry,” Carson moaned further.

“’Tis true, Father, that we’re losing income with the beeves,” Griffin observed.

“I’ll no’ change the way the Lockharts have prospered for five bloody centuries, Griffin!”

“There is perhaps another course, mo ghraid,” Aila ventured, drawing everyone’s attention.

“What?” Carson demanded.

Aila lowered her wineglass and looked at the four of them. “Bear with me, then,” she said. “Ye’ll think I’ve gone daft. But I’ve been reading a book written by yer father’s father—a family history of sorts. It tells about the tragic death of the first Lady of Lockhart. Ye will remember her, will ye no’, from yer studies?”

Mared nodded eagerly; Griffin rolled his eyes, and Liam looked at her blankly.

“Ach, Aila, ye donna believe that Lady’s curse, now, do ye?” Carson groused.

“No, Carson,” she clucked. “’Tis no’ the curse that interests me. ’Tis the beastie.”

“The beastie?” Liam scoffed. “Mother, they donna exist—”

“I know,” she said, politely but firmly cutting him off. “But there did exist a gold statue of a beastie with ruby eyes, mouth, and tail. It was given as a token of esteem to the first Lady of Lockhart by her doomed lover.” That succeeded in gaining everyone’s undivided attention, and Aila proceeded to tell them how the Lady of Lockhart had given the statue to her daughter, how it was stolen by the English Lockharts, then the Scottish Lockharts, and back and forth, again and again, until no one could remember any longer. “The point is,” she concluded, “the beastie has been in England since the Jacobite rebellion. But it belongs to us. And ’tis worth a small fortune.”

Griffin’s green eyes suddenly lit with understanding. “Mother, God bless ye!” he exclaimed. “Do ye suggest what I think ye suggest, then?”

Aila smiled.

“I donna understand,” Mared said, looking to Griffin.

“If the statue belongs to us, we could sell it. Do ye see, Father? The gold and rubies—there’d be enough to pay our debts!”

“Aye, I see,” Carson said slowly, shifting his gaze to Aila. “But how is it then, that yer dear mother supposes we get it back? You know what they say about the blasted beastie—’tis English, for it always slips through the fingers of the Scot who possesses him.”

A fine question. And one for which Aila did not have an answer. “I’ve no’ thought of everything, Carson,” she said with a frown. “But I put no stock in curses and magic. The beastie is in England because the English Lockharts stole it from the Scottish Lockharts, and I rather suppose we must have someone steal it back.”

“Steal it?” Mared squealed.

“I’ll fetch it,” Liam said instantly and matter-offactly.

“Oh, Liam, I didna mean my children,” Aila quickly interjected.

“Honestly, Mother,” Liam said with an impatient shake of his head. “Ye have a fine idea indeed. And ye canna deny that I am the likely one to go. I am a captain in the army, eh? A captain in the most esteemed military regiment of the crown.”

When no one seemed to understand his point, Liam groaned. “I’ve been trained for this sort of thing, have I no’? Trained to find things, and should something go wrong, I am best appointed to manage, then.”

“Aye, aye, indeed ye are,” Mared readily agreed. “I saw him duel today, Mother. ’Tis true—he’s quite good.”

“I should hope he willna have to duel, Mared,” said Aila.

“And he’s been to London—a year’s training at the military college,” added Griffin.

“During which time I acquainted myself with our cousin Nigel Lockhart, irritating bootlick that he is,” Liam gruffly reminded them.

Aila looked down the table at Carson. His gray-green eyes were gleaming now, and he nodded. “Aye…they are right, love. Our Liam is perfect for it. We need only make a plan.”

Liam draped one arm across the back of his chair. “I’ve an idea,” he said, and with all confidence, over the black bun cake, he laid out his scenario—he would go to London and befriend Cousin Nigel. “Like taking candy from a bairn,” Liam scoffed. He would present himself as a disenchanted, disowned Scottish Lockhart—“Shouldna be very hard to portray,” quipped Griffin—and relying on the assumption that everyone enjoys a little gossip now and then, particularly the airing of dirty family linens, Liam would use that to ingratiate himself to Nigel and earn an invitation to the Lockhart house in London, where he would find the statue.

Once he discovered its location, he would simply slip into the house under the cloak of night, retrieve it with all due stealth—“I’ve been commended for me cleverness,” Liam reminded them—and be halfway back to Scotland before the English Lockharts ever knew the blessed thing was gone.

By the time they had moved into the old great hall, the five Lockharts had argued the plan from every conceivable angle until they were convinced that their plan was not only workable, but really rather brilliant in its simplicity. If their arms had been a bit longer, they might have exhausted themselves with all the pats they gave each other on their backs.








Two

London, England




So sure of his abilities and the importance of his mission—and rather anxious to get onto something more exciting than the bucolic life around Loch Chon while he waited for word of his regiment’s next destination—Liam insisted on leaving by the end of that very week. With his plaid and his dirk carefully packed in his knapsack, along with proper clothing borrowed from his father (and simply taken from Grif), and as much cash as the family could scrape together secreted away in his sporran, Liam kissed his mother and his sister, clapped Griffin on the back, and shook hands with his father as he set off to retrieve the beastie.

He arrived, via the post coach, at High Wycombe, just west of London, late on a wet and dreary afternoon, the kind that comes early in autumn to portend a particularly nasty winter. He wrapped his regimental coat around him, adjusted the heavy knapsack on his back, and walked the mile or so from the coach station to the Hotel Marlowe, where he knew there would be various ranks of military men milling about. He was not disappointed. By the end of the evening and after a few too many tankards, Liam had what he wanted—the name of someone in London who might help him find lodging. It was a name that was even known to him—Colonel Alasdair MacDonnell of Glengarry. Liam knew all about the man’s military career, having made it a point to follow as many Scots as he could. But what he didn’t know was that the colonel had helped establish the Highland Society of London, a gentleman’s club of sorts that catered to the old clans of Scotland. Colonel MacDonnell, they said, could be found at the club on St. James Street most afternoons.

Liam could not possibly have been happier.

Feeling particularly sprightly the next morning, Liam was the first passenger on the public cab at dawn bound for Piccadilly Circus. But as the cab drew closer to London, the driver managed to squeeze eleven people into the interior (and what seemed like another ten on the bumper seat and running board), which forced Liam up against the stained and threadbare wall of the coach. The crush of humanity included a small lad with big brown eyes who stared at the scar across Liam’s left cheek the entire trip, a man with a crude crate of squawking chickens, and a baby who, having chewed something quite vile, judging by the remnants that covered his wee fingers, had the audacity to pound his chubby little hand on Liam’s knee.

Unfortunately, Piccadilly Circus was little improvement. Once he was able to extricate himself from the overcrowded cab, Liam was in the middle of a street teeming with people and carriages, carts filled high with goods, various braying animals, and a veritable field of pungent horse manure. Aye, it was all coming back to him now, the many reasons he did not care for London. First, it was full of Englishmen, a lot he had never really warmed to. Second, it stunk to high heaven.

But that was neither here nor there. Liam withdrew the crude map one of the soldiers had drawn last night, determined the direction of St. James Street, and with head down, the high collar of his coat pulled up around his face, he quietly disappeared into the sea of people and animals.

He found the club on a small street directly behind St. James, just as the soldier said, and pushed open the heavy door.

An hour or so later, after a few well-crafted compliments, Liam and the anglicized Colonel MacDonnell were in a room with dark paneling and thickly padded leather chairs arranged in quiet groupings, enjoying a whiskey (for which the man wanted a full half crown), and reminiscing about the war. Rather, MacDonnell was reminiscing, as he liked to talk about himself. In an English accent, which really annoyed Liam.

“Ah, Waterloo…” He sighed after a time, and looked at something in the distance only he could see. “A bloody bad time, wasn’t it? I despised sending so many men forward.” He shook his head as he studied Liam. “Looks as if you saw your fair share of battle,” he said, motioning to the scar on Liam’s face. “You held a command, did you?”

No, Liam had not held a command, but had been commanded to the field many times to gain intelligence about the French and then assassinate them. “Aye,” he said simply. “’Tis hard to speak of it,” he said, and hoped to high heaven MacDonnell would drop it. Fortunately, a well-fed man in blue and gold superfine came rushing in at that moment.

“Ah, what have we here, MacDonnell? A countryman?” the man all but squealed in the exact same English tone as MacDonnell had affected.

“Lockhart. Served at Waterloo,” MacDonnell said proudly.

“Captain Lockhart,” Liam reminded him.

“Lockhart,” the man repeated, and fairly bounced like a ball onto one of the leather seats. “I’m Lovat. Well, then? You’ve brought a plaid, have you? We have fourteen now, not counting your contribution.”

He looked so terribly eager that Liam reluctantly reached for the knapsack at his feet. He had noticed the various squares of clan tartans on the wall, had hoped he would not be asked. Slowly, he opened the knapsack, pulled out his carefully folded plaid, which he would wear when the time came to complete his mission.

“Ooh,” Lovat drooled. “It’s the entire tartan, is it?” he asked, reaching for it. But Liam could hardly stomach the thought of these two men touching his plaid and instantly jerked it from Lovat’s reach. Lovat reared back, blinking like a doe. Liam held up a finger to Lovat, silently telling him to wait, then leaned forward, extracted his sgian dubh from the top of his boot, ignoring the wide-eyed look of Lovat as he pressed the tip against the plaid. Gritting his teeth, for this act pained him greatly, Liam dragged the tip of the dagger across the fabric, cutting a small square from one corner, which he handed to Lovat as MacDonnell looked on admiringly.

“Ah, lovely,” Lovat said. “Fine quality. Your contribution to our quest to preserve clan history is greatly appreciated, Mr. Lockhart.”

“Captain,” Liam muttered.

Lovat smiled, folded the square, and tucked it away in his coat pocket. “How long are you in London, then?” he asked amicably.

“Indefinitely.”

“Taking up residence, are you? That makes, what, a dozen or more, does it not, MacDonnell?”

“A dozen?” Liam asked.

“Displaced Scots.”

Why a Scot worth his salt would be displaced to London was something Liam could not fathom. He’d rather sail to America than be stuffed inside the bounds of London for all eternity. “Aye, that I am,” he said on a weary sigh, trying very hard to sound displaced. “And ye’d be most kind if ye could direct me to lodging,” he said. “I shouldna like a large place—something very simple would do.”

“Lodging?” MacDonnell echoed. “Aren’t there Lockharts in London? I’m certain I’ve heard the name. Perhaps you should seek quarters there?”

“Ah…no,” he said carefully. “The Lockharts of London…well, my father, ye see, has had a bit of a falling-out with Uncle. I think it best if I billet nearby…but I’m no’ a rich man.”

Lovat and MacDonnell looked at him as if he had just announced he had developed leprosy.

“Ye understand…sheep,” he said, by way of vague explanation.

“Aaah,” they both declared in unison, nodding their heads in sympathy.

“Have ye any knowledge of a room or two for let, then?”

Lovat’s brow wrinkled as he thought about it, but MacDonnell nodded thoughtfully. “There is one place…but really, I couldn’t recommend it in good conscience.”

Lovat looked at him questioningly.

“Farnsworth,” MacDonnell said with a grimace.

“Egad!” Lovat exclaimed. “I can’t say as I’ve met a tighter Englishman. And he’s rather disagreeable, all in all, don’t you think? Oh, I shouldn’t recommend it, really, Captain. You’d do far better to present yourself to your uncle.”

“I’m afraid that’s no’ possible. At least no’ at the moment,” Liam said, and sighed in an effort to demonstrate how deep the family feud ran.

MacDonnell considered him for a moment, then shrugged. “I suppose it’s really not so bad as that, if you can stomach Farnsworth. He at least has the suite of rooms to let. And it’s perfectly situated for town, I daresay, just there in Belgravia,” he said, motioning toward the back wall. “Not the fashionable side of the square, but nonetheless…Really, you could do much worse, Captain, although you ought to clear it all up with your uncle.”

“Yes, milord, that is me primary reason for coming to London,” Liam quickly assured him.

“But still, Farnsworth is such a dour man,” Lovat complained. “He’s an eccentric old bird. He likes the gaming tables to be sure, but God forbid he should lay one single farthing of his own considerable funds on the table. He lets the suite and uses that income to feed his dreadful lust.”

Ah… a pinchpenny with a nasty little habit. One who perhaps could be manipulated should the situation warrant. Liam bit back a smile—it sounded perfect. “Might I have the direction, then?” he asked pleasantly, and reached for the last of his whiskey.







Three



Liam found Belgrave Square easily enough, but wasn’t very sure at all which side was fashionable, and as a cold wind had begun to pick up, he hoped that something fashionable would present itself sooner rather than later.

As he walked across the square, he noticed that a woman approaching him was struggling with her parasol—and as a strong gust suddenly caught it, turning the thing completely inside out, Liam glimpsed her angelic face. She saw him, too, and smiled. Liam instinctively put his head down as he had learned to do because of his battered face, and hastened his step to get around her as quickly as he could. Unfortunately, the wind came up again, snapping her parasol, and she moved directly into his path as she wrestled with it.

“Oh, dear, I do beg your pardon, sir!” she exclaimed, smiling still, laughter glimmering in her blue eyes. “And it’s not doing me a bit of good in this climate, so I suppose I should put the thing away once and for all.”

Surprised and pleased that she did not recoil or stare curiously at him, Liam smiled back, tipped his hat, and stepped to his right at the exact same moment she stepped to her left. Her cheeks turned an appealing shade of pink as she laughed again. “I quite beg your pardon, sir! I’m rather out of sorts today, aren’t I?”

“Shall I?” he inquired, gesturing at the mangled parasol.

“Would you mind terribly?” she asked, handing it to him. “You’re so kind.”

He took the thing from her; his fingers brushed the smooth silk of her gloved fingers, which sparked a peculiar warmth beneath his collar. Liam forced the parasol right side out, pleased that he had done so without tearing it, and risked another look at the angel.

“Oh, thank you!” she exclaimed, smiling gratefully. “I am forever in your debt, sir,” she said, holding her hand out for the parasol.

Liam could not seem to find his tongue or wrest his gaze from her smile as he handed the parasol to her. She grasped it firmly, her slender fingers grazing his rough ones once more, and stuffed it securely under her arm. “I will just step aside now and let you pass,” she said with a little laugh, and still smiling, she made a show of stepping out of his way. “Thank you again, sir,” she said, with a demure nod.

“Of course,” Liam muttered, stealing a last glimpse of her bonny face as he passed, walking on. When he reached the end of the square, however, he turned around to look at her and that bonny smile again, but the angel had disappeared. Pity, that. Liam continued on.

He found the Farnsworth household, all right. At first glance, it looked to be a house of great means, since it dwarfed most of the houses surrounding it. The huge structure took up almost an entire face of the square, with big banks of windows, ornate stone trim, and gaslights that illuminated the huge front door and steps leading up to it.

But then the door was opened by a woman who so closely resembled Liam’s auntie Gwyneth (his father’s scary spinster sister, may she rest in peace) that Liam inwardly recoiled. From the gray hair peeking out from beneath the woman’s cap to the pinched face to the long, skinny frame, it was like looking at a ghost from his past.

“Yes, sir?” she asked, peering at him through beady little raisin eyes.

“I beg yer pardon, mu’um, Captain Lockhart calling for Lord Farnsworth, if ye please.”

She frowned, looked him up and down, glared at the knapsack on his shoulder with an unmistakable look of disapproval. “Is he expecting you, Mr. Lockhart?”

“Actually, that’d be Captain Lockhart. But no, I’ve no’ met his lordship. I’ve come to see about the rooms for let.”

Auntie Gwyneth seemed to consider that for a moment, puffing out her cheeks and peering at the square behind him. After a moment, she focused her eyes on him and asked, “Have you a card, Captain?”

A card? Bloody hell, of course he had no card! What, did she think he passed them about to the French? He delved deeply into the pocket of his regimental coat, managed to look as if he couldn’t understand what he might have done with his cards, and shoved his hands into the pockets of his trousers, then his waistcoat, until Auntie Gwyneth sighed with great exasperation. “Yes, sir, please step inside and I will announce you to his lordship!”

Liam quickly did so before she could change her mind. Inside the foyer, it took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the dark, for it was not properly lit, and he began to see the accuracy of Lovat’s description of the place.

“I’ll be a moment,” Auntie Gwyneth said, and proceeded to stomp away in what sounded like her very own pair of regimental boots.

Liam stood patiently at the door, taking in his surroundings, quickly deciding it was the most austere house he had ever seen. The walls were darkly paneled and devoid of any artwork—with the exception of a couple of portraits above the stairwell leading to the upper floors. Liam could see into what looked to be the main drawing room, and the furniture there appeared to be only nominal and efficient—one couch, one settee, and two chairs were all that graced the room. Oddly, the hearth was cold on such a gray and blustery day. In fact, the house had quite a chill to it.

Curious now, Liam took a few steps forward to have a look down the front corridors. To his right, a corridor of bare planked wood ran past several closed doors. There was a spindly console halfway down, but even it was devoid of any adornment. The wall sconces were empty, and as the floor-to-ceiling windows were covered with heavy velvet drapes, there was precious little light. To Liam’s left an identical corridor stretched, but at least it was lit, and it boasted a narrow ribbon of carpeting down the center. But here again, the doors were closed, the heavy drapes drawn.

He stepped back, wondered about the musty odor that seemed to permeate everything, and thought perhaps old Farnsworth had lost his furnishings to gambling. But then, MacDonnell and Lovat said he never spent as much as a farthing of his own money on his habit. Perhaps, then, the man didn’t have any money to speak of, in spite of Lovat’s claims to the contrary. Liam had heard that some Englishmen had lofty titles but no income because of old entails that left them on the verge of poverty. That would at least explain the sparse furnishings.

And perhaps Farnsworth was just a cheese-paring, parsimonious bastard. He certainly wouldn’t be the first miserly Englishman, nor would he be the last.

The sound of a cow clomping across a barn caught his attention, and indeed, Auntie Gwyneth appeared in the foyer once again. Nose wrinkled, she glared at his knapsack. “His lordship will see you in his study,” she announced, and without further ado, she pivoted and began clomping down the corridor on Liam’s left.

He quickly fell in behind her, following closely, absorbing as much as he could. Not that there was much to see. He noted that every other wall sconce in this corridor was lit, and judging by the black scars on the wall above them, the candles used in this house were the cheaper tallow, not beeswax. There was a handful of portraits, mostly small, dark, and nondescript, save the portrait of an elegant blond woman, dressed in the fashion of the last century, holding a small dog on her lap.

Auntie Gwyneth abruptly stopped in front of two very dull double doors and turned the handle of one, pushing it open just a crack. “Captain Lockhart,” she announced, and stepped aside with what Liam was quite certain was a sneer.

He ignored her, pushed the door open wider, and stepped into the study, where he was immediately hit with a blast of warmth from the blazing hearth. Unlike the rest of the house, this room was well appointed, with various pieces of artwork, a thick Aubusson carpet, leather chairs, a handsome couch, and a long French-style desk that he knew from his travels was almost certainly a collector’s item. Behind the desk, beneath portraits of two very stern gentlemen, sat a man with a bald crown surrounded by a ring of coiffed hair, a monocle through which he peered at Liam, and clothing that strained across his belly. His feet, Liam noticed, did not quite reach the ground. And he was scowling mightily.

“Well, then? What is it?” he demanded coldly.

So much for civility. “Lord Farnsworth,” he said, bowing low. “Allow me to introduce myself, if I may. I am Captain Lockhart of the Highland Regiments of the Royal British Army, in service to His Majesty, the king.”

“A Scot?” Farnsworth exclaimed, pushing himself off his chair to stand on tiny little feet covered in tiny Hessian boots. “What in blazes is a Scot doing in my house?” he asked, as if the word actually caused him a pang of nausea.

Bloody little… Liam caught himself. “Me father is no’ accepting of service to the English king,” he said simply.

Farnsworth’s eyes narrowed as he assessed Liam. “The English king? What are you saying, that you’ve been disowned?”

“One might say that I prefer London to Edinburra,” he lied.

Farnsworth tottered around the desk until he was standing in front of it, and casually crossed one tiny foot over the other as he leaned against it, reminding Liam, strangely enough, of a dancing elf. “What you prefer is no business of mine, sir,” Farnsworth said gruffly. “I will ask again—what are you doing in my house?”

“I was given to understand that ye might have a room for let.”

Farnsworth snorted. “I might. But I wouldn’t hire out rooms in my house to just anyone, now would I? Frankly, I’m not of a mind to have a Scot in my house. I had a servant once—the dirtiest and drunkest human filth I’ve ever seen. You wouldn’t be kin to Angus, now would you, Captain?”

All right, now that wasn’t very kind. Liam had the capacity and a growing desire to smash the fat little pea, but he had been in the company of men far better and far cleverer than Farnsworth to be so easily goaded. He smiled. “I rather think no’, milord.”

Clearly disappointed that Liam hadn’t taken the bait, Farnsworth crossed his arms across his mountain of a belly and considered Liam for a long moment before he spoke. “I don’t want your kind here. Be gone with you.”

“I have money,” Liam calmly responded.

Farnsworth snorted. “Oh you do, do you? And what makes you think I need your bloody money?”

“I wouldna imply such a thing, milord. I merely meant to convey that I have the cash to let the room, if ye’re of a mind.”

Farnsworth walked to the hearth, looked up at a gold mantel clock, his chubby hands clasped behind his back. “Highland Regiments, you said?”

“Aye.”

He said nothing for a moment, then: “I expect my rents the first day of each month. I won’t wait for some military pension.”

“As ye wish.”

“And it’s not one room, it’s two. It’s hardly worth my while to let the one. Breakfast and supper only. No tea. No luncheons.”

“That will do.”

Farnsworth whipped around—rather quickly in spite of his girth—to glare at Liam again. “Have you a manservant? I’ll not feed him if you do.”

“No man. Only me.”

“No valet? No driver?” he pressed.

“I come with what ye see, milord,” Liam said calmly. “I am accustomed to looking after meself.”

Farnsworth nodded, strolled toward Liam, studying his uniform. “A captain in the military surely must be trustworthy,” he said to himself.

“I’ve taken a vow of honor, milord.”

“Don’t be coy!” Farnsworth snapped. “You’ve taken no such vow when it comes to women, have you? I’ll not have any lewd behavior under my roof!”

That angered Liam. He could tolerate a man’s condescension only up to a point, but to call his honor into question—“Milord, I am an officer in the royal military and a gentleman, and I’ll no’ stand for ye to besmirch me good name,” he said coldly.

That actually seemed to shrink Farnsworth a little, but the man quickly puffed his chest again like a preening blue jay. “I will not provide a chambermaid. You must keep your quarters clean. A footman will bring your food to your quarters twice daily, along with linens, remove your rubbish, fill your basin, and provide you with coal. That’s all, nothing more. And I’m not a gentleman’s club, Captain. I don’t want your company—is that understood?”

“Aye, milord.”

“And I’ll not have you wandering about my house. Your rooms, should I decide to offer them to you, are on the ground floor. There is no need for you to ever ascend those stairs. I am abroad quite frequently and will not be here to monitor your movements, so I must have your word on this. You will not go upstairs.”

“Ye have me word.”

Farnsworth clenched his jaw and strolled to the hearth again. “This is my home. I am doing you a rather remarkable favor,” he said to the fire. “And for that, I require forty pounds a month,” he said, and glanced over his shoulder at Liam.

How Liam managed to keep from choking at the usurious rate was nothing short of a miracle. For that amount, he could let an entire floor in some hotel, and the thought did cross his mind. But there were three advantages here that he could see: one, the house was centrally located; two, he could use this address to ingratiate himself to the good citizens of the ton; and three, he could come and go from this house with little fear of detection—by Farnsworth’s own admission, he was frequently gone, which gave Liam even greater ability to maneuver.

“Very well, then,” Liam said, and reached for the small leather purse in his pocket to extract the money.

“I must have two months’ let up front,” Farnsworth said quickly.

Liam looked up and pierced him with a look of exasperation that caused Farnsworth to flush and look to the fire again. Nevertheless, Liam walked to where he stood, handed him the eighty pounds, keenly aware that left him with just three hundred pounds. Farnsworth, who even in his boots did not reach Liam’s shoulder, snatched the bills from his hand and quickly pocketed them. Without another word, he walked to a bellpull on the wall and yanked it hard. He then went to the door and stood there until Auntie Gwyneth appeared.

“Show the captain to the rooms for let,” he said, and without looking at Liam again, he waddled to his desk.

 

The rooms he had rented for the outrageous sum of eighty pounds were devoid of any furniture save a bed and an armoire in one room, and a table and a chair in the other. Auntie Gwyneth, having shown him the lay of the ground floor, muttered something about fresh linens, and returned a few minutes later with two towels and a set of linens for the bed. Behind her was a rather sickly looking footman, who carried a basket of coal for the small brazier. The hearth was, apparently, for appearances only. The windows were cloaked in the same heavy velvet that was in the corridor, but in here the velvet was quite threadbare. For someone who lived among London’s haute ton, Farnsworth maintained an unusual level of austerity in his home. It was worse than anything Liam’s family had been forced to suffer in recent years. In fact, Talla Dileas looked rather warm and inviting compared to this place.

Grousing beneath his breath, Liam lit the brazier and unpacked his things. He hung his clothing in the armoire, laid his plaid on the bed, hid his sgian dubh, pistol, and an extra, smaller dagger beneath the mattress. On the table, which he dragged into the main room, he arranged his toiletries, a small polished stone he had taken from a stream that coursed the mountain of his family’s estate, his war medals, and his sporran. Beneath the table he laid his boots, his ghillie brogues, and the belt he wore with his plaid.

It was early evening when he had finished settling in and heard the knock at his door. The same sickly young man who had brought his coal stood at the door holding a tray. “Your supper,” he said blandly, and proceeded to the table, where he placed the tray, then quit the room again without so much as a look at Liam.

Friendly people, these English. Curious, Liam walked to the tray, lifted the silver dome, and instantly blanched. He slammed the dome back down, for on a cracked china plate had been a fish of some sort and a helping of steamed cabbage. Liam was quite used to living off the land and even eating what most people would consider inedible, but he had never, in his thirty-five years, been able to eat a fish with its eyes still staring up at him. He pushed the tray away from his things and decided this was as good a time as any to go out and have a look around town. Perhaps find a leg of mutton if he were lucky.

He walked to the door, closed it, and locked it from the inside. He took the key from the lock and put it in his pocket. He tried the door, and satisfied that no one could gain entrance without a key, he turned and walked to the window, threw back the drapes, and looked down. The drop to the mews below was no more than twelve feet. Shoving into his coat, Liam opened the window, stepped out on the sill, closed the window carefully behind him, and dropped to the ground.

[image: space]

It was well past midnight when he returned to Belgrave Square, this time with a tankard or two of stout ale under his belt to warm him. He was all but whistling—he had not expected to be quite so successful in the twenty-four hours he had been in London, but then again, he should hardly be surprised. He was excellent at what he did, if he did say so himself.

Tonight, when he had by chance wandered onto Pall Mall, he’d had a bite to eat and noticed there were a number of gentlemen’s establishments there. After he’d finished his supper, he’d made his way into one, content to just look at the serving girls for a time. But as luck would have it, he’d struck up a conversation with an elderly man who was intent on telling someone his life story that very evening. Unable to divest himself of the man, Liam had let him talk.

When the man at last had finished his discourse on the plumbing problems in his house, Liam asked if he knew of the Lockharts. Not only did he know them, but he directed him to the house with the elaborate [image: 42] engraved on the door fan.

An hour or so later, Liam stood across from the mansion with the [image: 42] engraved on the fan above the door. It was a larger house than Farnsworth’s—much nicer. And the area, which the old man had called Mayfair, seemed very prestigious. The English Lockharts had done well for themselves, Liam thought, so well that they wouldn’t miss a wee beastie, now would they?

He made his way back to his rooms on Belgrave Square, entered through the front door, and groped about until he found candles and matches. With his candle finally lit, he moved forward, his boots echoing loudly on the plank floors. At the door of his room, Liam checked that the door was still locked, then opened it with his key. His plaid was exactly where he had laid it, but he would have to be more careful—one corner was carelessly bunched. Liam put the candle down, sat on the edge of the bed to remove his boots, and unthinkingly looked at the table where he had arranged his things. A breath caught in his throat—the toiletries and sporran had been switched around, and the rock from Talla Dileas was much closer to his medal of honor than he had left it.

Someone had been in his room and gone through his things!
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