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  Chapter One


  The girl by the long sash window raised one edge of the heavy velour curtain and gazed steadfastly along the graceful sweep of Drumoak’s gravel drive. A fine hoar frost had transformed the threatening aspect of the avenue of winter black oaks, fashioning them into a lace tapestry of incredible delicacy, and the dusting of snow which had fallen during the night dashed in a mad dervish against the small frosted windowpanes, driven by the blasts of cold air which habitually swept up the waters of the Firth of Forth to buffet Drumoak’s grey granite walls.


  Madeleina Sinclair, “Maddie” to her intimates, let the curtain drop from her fingers and she half-turned back into the saloon. Familiarity with Drumoak’s commodious though sparsely furnished front parlour had inured Maddie to the uniform shabbiness of the place. Her eyes were drawn to the inviting blaze of coals in the grate, but she resolutely remained at her vigil by the cold window.


  “It will be dark soon. He should have been here by now,” she observed, and her eyes flashed a question, as if seeking confirmation from the other occupant of the room, but the lady’s head was bent assiduously over the knitting in her lap.


  Miss Nell Spencer, a handsome woman who looked to be a year or two shy of forty, carefully counted her stitches before favouring Maddie with a reply. “A watched kettle never boils,” she said patiently, and looked reprovingly over the rim of her spectacles when the girl gave a sudden, unladylike snort. “Maddie!” she warned with a cautionary shake of the head, and she reinforced the admonitory tone with a quick frown. “Your Papa will be here directly. Now stop prancing about like an angry kitten and sit down and converse with me in a civilized manner.”


  Maddie pirouetted away from the window and made a great show of seating herself gracefully and decorously with the air of one well practised in such niceties, but her expressive and intelligent brown eyes twinkled perversely.


  “That’s better,” said Miss Spencer, well satisfied with the ladylike demeanour her niece could show to the world when it suited her. “Now tell me what you have been doing today.”


  “You know what I have been doing. Oh, very well. I made a stab at that famous speech from Euripides’s Medea. You know the one. It begins, ‘Of all things that live and have intelligence, we women are the most wretched species.’”


  Miss Spencer clicked her tongue, and her knitting needles flew a little faster. “Why do you squander your time on such a labour? There are perfectly good translations available for the asking.”


  “Time is one thing that I don’t lack. Besides, it’s a matter of accuracy. It’s true, I assure you. You don’t think for a minute that Malcolm’s father prepares his sermons directly from the Bible? Of course he doesn’t! He goes to the original texts which, as you know, are in Hebrew and Greek. It’s merely to clarify interpretation. Any scholar worth his salt goes to the primary sources.”


  Miss Spencer was not at all sure that she had known that the original texts of the Bible were in Hebrew and Greek, but she refrained from saying so. “But in your own case, to what purpose?”


  “If I’m to help the girls at Miss Maitland’s with the production of the play for next Founders’ Day,” said Maddie reasonably, “it is essential that I understand Medea’s character and motivation. Her revenge on the man who wronged her, you must admit, was a trifle excessive.”


  “Oh? What did she do?” asked Miss Spencer, interested in spite of herself.


  The answer that sprang to Maddie’s lips was instantly rejected. Murder and infanticide, she knew, were not suitable subjects for polite drawing-room conversation. After a moment’s consideration, she replied tactfully, “Medea brought her husband’s house to extinction. Even in those days, men, so it would seem, were preoccupied with carrying on their line.”


  “It’s just as well they are, or there would be few married men in our acquaintance.”


  “Aunt Nell! What a shocking thing to say!”


  “But true, nevertheless,” retorted Miss Spencer, not without a certain degree of smugness. “Time you learned to exploit that fact and find yourself a beau, my girl, instead of filling your head with Greek and Latin and goodness knows what else. You would do well to remember that gentlemen feel threatened by girls who are brighter than they are.”


  “‘A woman, especially if she have the misfortune of knowing anything, should conceal it as well as she can,’” quoted Maddie with a straight face.


  “I beg your pardon?”


  “It’s a line from the novel I’ve been reading, Northanger Abbey, by an unknown lady.”


  “Books again, Maddie? Nevertheless, the author of that sentiment knows a thing or two. You should heed her.”


  “She is being facetious, Aunt Nell.”


  “Nonsense. Only you would say so. If you want to catch a husband, you had better forget that you ever heard of Greek or Latin.”


  It was an argument that Maddie knew she could not win, and she diplomatically refrained from reminding her aunt that the last thing she wished for was a husband who would in all likelihood stifle her individuality. She adroitly turned the subject.


  “Do you think she’ll be with him?”


  Miss Spencer’s busy fingers stilled on her needles. “Who can say what governs the conduct of such a woman? Duty should impel her to accompany your father. She is his wife, for God’s sake.”


  At Maddie’s pained expression, she added more kindly, “But there’s nothing to stop us hoping that she will again find some pretext for remaining in London. That way, we shall all be more comfortable.”


  The rumble of coach wheels on the driveway was clearly audible, and Maddie sprang to her feet.


  “He’s here, Aunt Nell! Papa is here!” and she made a dash for the closed double doors that gave direct access to the front entrance of the house.


  “Maddie!” The word was a command.


  The younger woman stopped suddenly in her tracks, ran the fingers of one hand through the crop of her copper curls in a familiar gesture of distraction and her brown eyes under the thick fringe of dark lashes and delicately arched eyebrows widened.


  “Papa is here,” she said forcefully, though a little breathlessly, but when she moved toward the door again, she walked serenely with a slow, stately grace, conscious of her aunt’s oft repeated dictum that a well-bred young lady of nineteen summers should conduct herself at all times with a decorum befitting one of her advanced years.


  Miss Nell Spencer watched approvingly as her niece made a dignified exit. But once beyond the parlour doors and out of sight, she had little hope that her headstrong charge would heed the tutoring she had so patiently and painstakingly imparted in the year since Maddie had graduated from Miss Maitland’s Academy for Girls in Edinburgh. In that short space of time, Miss Spencer, Maddie’s self-appointed companion and mentor, had done her best to impress upon her niece that there were more important accomplishments in life for a girl to master than the academic trivia she had studied under Miss Maitland. Miss Nell Spencer deeply regretted that her brother- in-law, Donald Sinclair, had not seen fit to send her late sister’s only child to her own alma mater in Bath where she would have been instructed in the feminine arts so necessary for a young lady of quality. She heard Maddie’s melodious voice cry an excited greeting and Miss Spencer’s thinned lips relaxed into a half smile. That greeting, she knew, would have been more restrained if Maddie’s young stepmother had alighted from the carriage. Not a soul at Drumoak would consider that jade’s absence anything less than a special dispensation from heaven. Nor would the presence of Donald Sinclair excite anything stronger than a tepid pleasure, save to the daughter he so shamefully neglected and whose love he so little deserved.


  Miss Spencer adjusted the spectacles on the bridge of her patrician nose, and she smoothed the smart lace cap which adorned her neat coiffure. For a lady who was fast approaching forty, she possessed an uncommonly girlish figure, straight backed and slender, which was shown off to advantage in the warm, long-sleeved frock of blue kerseymere which she had chosen to wear to stave off the interior chill of Drumoak’s drafty halls and chambers. Though her gowns were not of the first stare, their unmistakable cut, with meticulous attention to fabric and detail, distinguished the wearer as a lady addicted to quality, good taste and, particularly in the colder climes of Scotland, uncompromising comfort.


  She picked up her knitting needles and glared distastefully at the work in progress. The sigh of frustration which escaped her lips was edged with impatience. She hoped she would never again have to knit another pair of bedsocks for her niece. The child was nineteen years old! If she had her way, the girl would be shopping in Bond Street for silk stockings and ribbons, and lengths of the finest gauzes and smooth satins to be made into fashionable dresses and breathtakingly beautiful ball gowns. Comfort should be the last thing on a young girl’s mind! But Maddie had humbly asked her aunt if, in lieu of the silk stockings she had promised for her birthday, she would be kind enough to knit a pair of bedsocks to keep her toes warm during the long winter nights. Maddie cheerfully owned to being hopelessly inept with any sort of needlework. Her aunt wasn’t fooled for an instant. She knew that it was lack of attention, not aptitude, which was responsible for the girl’s want of accomplishment. Why, in some circles, Maddie, for all the warmth of her compassionate nature, would be considered positively farouche.


  It was time, decided Miss Spencer as she furiously attacked each stitch on her knitting needle, that Donald Sinclair was brought to a sense of his iniquity. Before he removed to London, to the fashionable life of ease—and vice, if rumour was to be believed—in which he indulged amongst the beau monde of English society, she meant to have it out with him. It was intolerable that he spared scarcely a thought or a groat for Maddie who was so cruelly banished, at the whim of her stepmother, to the lonely wilds of Scotland. Maddie deserved better. And if Cynthia Sinclair was reluctant or ineligible to introduce Maddie to a wider circle of acquaintances among whom, hopefully, a suitable husband for the girl might be found, then she, Nell Spencer, would be more than happy to take the girl to her grandfather and do everything that was necessary to launch her into society.


  She glanced at the clock on the oak mantel. It would be a good hour before father and daughter would admit outsiders to their intimacy. She would wait until the vestibule was clear before going to tell Janet that dinner would have to be set back an hour or so. Her mouth tightened. That old crone, she knew, harboured a grudge for the shifts which Donald Sinclair’s extravagant young wife had put Maddie to since his remarriage five years before. Dinner might very well turn out to be a dismal affair.


  Janet, basting the Christmas goose in the back kitchen, heard the deep accents of their long-absent master as he came through the front entrance and she mumbled into her chin that she wished he was a lad again so that she might skelp his backside and make him mind his duty. Big Duncan, who was pushing through the back door with an armful of firewood, was equally succinct in his condemnation. He spat angrily into the black iron grate and swore that he’d happily break Donald Sinclair’s bloody neck, aye and that o’ the English beesim he’d taken to wife, if the wee lass hadn’t made him promise to be on his best behaviour for the fortnight her father would be in residence.


  Janet looked up from her domestic labours and said sharply, “She’s with him, then?”


  “No! Thank the Lord!” averred Duncan hastily. He grinned. “So ye can unearth a’ those gewgaws ye’ve been burying this past sennight. Drumoak is safe from her greedy eyes and paws for a wee while yet.”


  “What gewgaws?” Janet sniffed. “She’s already plundered the house o’ everything o’ value. If there was anything left, d’ye no think she’d be here in person to stuff it in her pockets or cart it away? Aye, and sell it later, I’ve no doubt. A ‘lady’ in her position maun have pin money to squander.”


  “One o’ these days, the master will find himself up to his neck in the river Tick.”


  “Bankrupting Donald Sinclair is the least o’ that foreign beesim’s sins,” said Janet sourly, and she lifted the lid of the black iron pot to add boiling water to the cloutie dumpling that had been simmering for hours at the side of the hot coals.


  She could forgive Donald Sinclair the folly of his infatuation for a woman half his age. He wasna the first man and he wouldna be the last to make a horse’s arse o’ himself over a pretty face and a ripe body, but what she could not forgive was the shabby way the pair o’ them had treated Miss Maddie, casting her off as if she were some poor relation, out of sight, out of mind, whilst they pursued their pleasures in the fleshpots of London.


  From a hook on the wall, she removed a wooden spurtle and vigorously began to beat the lumps from the savoury roux she had prepared earlier as a base for her parsley sauce, the invariable accompaniment at Drumoak for all fish and fowl. She would have preferred to vent her anger in some sympathetic ear, but she had no wish to confide her thoughts to Duncan. She sliced her grandson a quick glance, her expression hovering between affection and regret. Appearances, she knew, could be deceptive. Though the lad was bonnie to look at, he was inclined to be simple-minded since he had taken a ferocious beating from Black Douglas up at Balmedie. The mill had gone on for over twenty rounds and put paid to Duncan’s promising career as a fighter. But he was still as strong as an ox, and fiercely loyal to the wee lass who had nursed him back to health. It wouldna do to get him all fired up over the slights the poor wee thing had endured at the hands o’ her wicked stepmother.


  She jerked her head in the direction of the faggots Duncan was stacking at the side of the hearth. “We’ll need a sight more than that to keep us warm this cold spell.”


  He gave one of the damp logs a vicious kick with the toe of his booted foot. “You’re no forgetting that the home wood was cut down last year to pay off the master’s gaming debts? You tell me where to find kindling and I’ll go fetch it.”


  “I should have smothered him when he was a bairn,” Janet said, then folded her lips together as if to prevent herself saying more.


  “Can I hae one o’ those sweet-mince pies?” asked Duncan, and in the same breath reached for one of the pastries which was cooling on the long trestle table, and before Janet could answer, he had stuffed it into his mouth.


  “Och, away and help Jacob with the master’s boxes.” Her voice was tart, but it gratified her to see Duncan so obviously enjoying her handiwork. He reached for another and she waved her spurtle under his nose. “Go on now! Ye’re just in my way here. And see that ye keep yer tongue between yer teeth. Miss Maddie will no thank ye if ye misery her father.”


  “Aye,” he answered automatically, but his look was less than kindly. He muttered inaudibly under his breath, and dragged himself from the comfort of the warm hearth. As he pushed through the kitchen door, Janet’s soft voice halted him.


  “Och Duncan, remember it’s Christmas Day. Donald Sinclair was once young himself, and as bonny and blithe as Miss Maddie is now. We maun forgive and forget, for auld lang syne!”


  Dinner that evening proved to be a more congenial affair than the ladies had anticipated. The Christmas goose and pudding were done to perfection; the coal fire in the small back dining room burned brightly in the grate, Janet having been well warned not to bank up the fire with vegetable parings, as was the custom at Drumoak, to conserve their diminishing supply of coal in the coal cellar; and the absence of Cynthia Sinclair, who had remained in London for some vaguely specified reason, could only be regarded as an act of grace. Without the overbearing presence of her sharp tongued stepmother, Maddie relaxed her guard and openly enjoyed her father’s company.


  But Maddie was not wholly at ease. She listened idly as her aunt inquired after mutual acquaintances in London, but her eyes travelled slowly over her father’s face and form, trying to discern what was different about him. She had never seen him cut such a dash, she decided, as if money were no object. His garments were of the first stare; a diamond pin reposed in his intricately folded neckcloth; and as for the gifts he had showered on them earlier that evening, she was sure she did not know how they were to be paid for. Still, he could not quite look her in the eye.


  She tried to dismiss her uneasy thoughts. She was imagining things! Donald Sinclair had always been a fastidious dresser. Her aunt would say that he was trying to keep up with a wife who was twenty years his junior, and Maddie suspected that that was the truth of the matter. She watched covertly as he reached for the brandy bottle for the third time since they had sat down to dinner, and her uneasiness increased. She wondered if there was more to her stepmother’s absence than her father had intimated.


  “Don’t frown, Maddie! It doesn’t become you.”


  “I’m not frowning, Papa. I’m grimacing. I’ve just bitten down on one of Janet’s Christmas favours. I may have chipped a tooth.”


  Maddie brought the silver dessert spoon to her mouth and, with as much delicacy as she could manage, extracted a small wad of paper.


  “Good God, I’d forgotten about the favours in Janet’s Christmas pudding. Well, come on girl. Tell us your fortune.”


  Maddie carefully unwrapped a small silver object and held it out on the palm of her hand. “A baby,” she said, then added mischievously, “Perhaps I’m to have a little brother or sister.”


  “No!” The word was almost an expletive. Aware of the sudden tense silence, Donald Sinclair relaxed against the back of his chair. “No,” he repeated more softly, “and it’s just as well.”


  Maddie exerted herself to pass over the awkward moment. “Wait, I think I’ve found another.” Again, she unwrapped a small object. “A ring this time. Now whom do I know who is about to be married?”


  “Mayhap it’s yer own wedding.” The quiet words came from Janet who had entered silently to place a pitcher of hot pouring custard on the table, an accompaniment for her cloutie dumpling which these English sassenachs insisted on calling “Christmas pudding.”


  Miss Spencer frowned. In her father’s house in London, a servant would never dare join in a conversation as if he or she were part of the family. Such familiarity was unthinkable. But at Drumoak, the servants were a law unto themselves.


  “Look, Janet, a baby, too.” Maddie held out her palm to display both tiny trinkets.


  “Well, see that the ring comes afore the bairn, young lady, or I’ll skelp ye myself.”


  “It’s only a game, Janet. Besides, there should be more to life for a woman than marriage and babies.”


  Maddie wished she could take back the incautious remark but only her aunt’s sniff of annoyance betrayed that her words had found disfavour. She hastened into speech before she was asked to explain herself.


  “Well, come on, you two. What’s your fortune for the coming year? There are lots of favours still to be discovered in Janet’s pudding.”


  “I’ve got the key.” Miss Spencer looked hopefully at Maddie. “Does this mean we shall be removing to a new house?”


  “Janet would say so. Or it might mean that you are going for an extended visit.”


  Miss Spencer’s eyes wandered to her brother-in-law. She squared her shoulders. She coughed, and finally, before her courage failed her, she said with quiet precision, “Donald, would you permit me to take Maddie to my father’s house in London for a visit? He’s an old man now, and deeply regrets the estrangement that has kept his granddaughter from him all these years.”


  “What?” Donald Sinclair tore his gaze from the small object in his hand which had claimed his attention.


  Miss Spencer, a little more flustered, repeated her request. “Well, will you?”


  “I don’t see why not. We’ll talk about it tomorrow, shall we?”


  Both ladies stared open-mouthed at the man whose attention was once again claimed by the object in his hand, unaware himself of the different emotions he had aroused in his companions. Miss Spencer was flushed with elation, but Maddie, always sensitive to what lay beneath the surface, felt her stomach knot. Donald Sinclair and his father-in-law had not been on speaking terms since her mother had eloped with the Scottish country squire, a northern barbarian in her grandfather’s eyes, almost twenty years before.


  “Papa, what is it?” Fear lent urgency to her voice.


  His laugh sounded strained and hollow. “I’ve got the lucky angel,” he answered, and he opened his clenched fist to reveal the small silver favour which nestled in his palm. “The last time that was dished up to me was before I met your mother. Here, you have it. Perhaps the Sinclair luck is about to turn.” He grasped Maddie’s wrist and pressed the favour into her open hand.


  “It doesn’t work that way, Papa,” she said with a tease in her voice, trying to lighten his mood. “Fate has given you this favour. You cannot refuse it or give it away. The Sinclair luck is with you for the next twelve months.”


  He grasped her fingers and deliberately closed them around the small token, and he said very softly and seriously, “Nevertheless, Maddie, I want you to keep it for me.”


  Their eyes held, but after a moment, Donald Sinclair looked away, as if he wished to evade Maddie’s searching gaze.


  “Stuff and nonsense!” interjected Miss Spencer brusquely. “You Scots are so superstitious! Why we send missionaries to India, I’ll never know. You’re only a hairsbreadth away from being heathens yourselves. Your Celtic heritage, I don’t doubt.”


  “And you English are always so superior,” Maddie shot back, embarking on a topic which she knew would set the sparks flying from her aunt’s patriotic hide.


  “You are half English yourself, Maddie, as you should be proud to own.”


  “Proud? To admit that I have blood ties to the most rapacious race on God’s earth? No, thank you. I prefer to conceal that misfortune behind my Scottish heritage. Pity you have no such claim to respectability, Aunt Nell.”


  Within minutes, the gauntlet was taken up and for the remainder of the meal their lighthearted banter gave evidence of the ancient rivalry which had long existed between their two nations until an accident of fate had given them a common destiny.


  Though Maddie kept up an amusing flow of conversation she was far from being the carefree creature she presented to her companions. Her eyes, beneath the concealing veil of her lashes, became more and more anxious as she studied her father through the evening. His mood swings became extravagant, shifting from unrestrained mirth one minute to self-absorbed silence the next. That he was well fortified from the brandy bottle was not in dispute, but Maddie devined that his fever-bright eyes betrayed a more sinister origin.


  When it came time for them to retire for the night, she linked her arm through his and offered to walk him to his chamber. Once over the threshold, she detached herself from his arms and went to sit on the straight-backed chair which flanked the blaze of logs which Duncan had kindled as they dined. “Papa, what’s wrong?” she asked without preamble.


  Her softly spoken question seemed to strip away the vestiges of his pretense. He lowered himself on the edge of the bed, shoulders hunched, and he stared blankly at his clasped hands.


  “You’re so like your mother, do you know that, Maddie? She always knew when I was shamming.”


  “Am I?” This was a new tack and one she had not been expecting. She could not remember when her father had last spoken to her of her mother. In the five years since he had remarried, his conversation had been all of Cynthia, his new bride. Latterly, his expressions of admiration had given way to excuses for her unprovoked vituperation, and pleas for Maddie’s understanding of a situation he was powerless to control. And when he had begged her forgiveness when circumstances made it impossible for the two women to live permanently under the same roof, Maddie had given it without reserve. She was not one to repine for the impossible. She had no more liking for the woman who was her stepmother than Cynthia Sinclair had for her. It was enough that her father loved her, though she sometimes wished…


  “She would be so proud of you if she could see you now. You’ve grown into quite a beauty. Do you know that?” His voice was husky with emotion. “Whatever happened to the skinny little brat who, I once swore, would turn my hair a premature grey?”


  “She’s still here, Papa, under the grown-up finery and acquired polish—much to Aunt Nell’s regret.”


  “She’s taken you in hand, has she?”


  “With a vengeance!”


  “If only things had been different…”


  “I know,” she said softly, uncomfortable with the rush of guilt she heard behind his words. “But don’t imagine I’m unhappy. I’m not. Naturally, I wish I could see you more often, but I’ve resigned myself to what must be. No, really! I mean it! I have my own life to lead now. I know that.”


  “You haven’t had much of a life since your mother died.”


  “Don’t say so!” She sounded genuinely shocked.


  He looked unconvinced. “Five years at that school for girls in Edinburgh, what was it called?”


  “Miss Maitland’s Academy. I was very happy there, and since you’ve brought up the subject, I might as well tell you that—”


  “And then here at Drumoak, with only the sheep for company.”


  “You’re forgetting Aunt Nell. And don’t forget Malcolm. I still see him in the holidays. He should be home for the new year.”


  “Malcolm? Oh yes. The vicar’s brat.”


  “The minister’s son. This is Scotland, Papa, or had you forgotten? We don’t have vicars here.”


  “He’s at Oxford, is he?”


  “No. St. Andrew’s. He left Oxford after a year.”


  “I vaguely remember. Didn’t he complain that the undergraduates spent more time in the coffee shops and bawdy houses than they did at their studies?”


  “Something like that.”


  “How could I forget that this is Scotland, where even the shepherd thinks that schooling will make him the equal of his master?” He lowered himself to rest on one elbow. “Are you in love with him?”


  “Who?” Her wide eyes had the look of a startled deer.


  “Malcolm, of course!”


  “Don’t be ridiculous! We’ve known each other since we were infants.”


  “It’s just as well. Your grandfather has someone picked out for you.” He pushed himself to his feet, and walked unsteadily to the tall mahogany dresser which stood against the window wall. Maddie’s eyes followed him and her lips tightened imperceptibly as she watched him fill a glass from a decanter of amber liquid.


  “You saw Grandfather in London?” Her surprise was obvious.


  “I did. Though only the direst necessity could have compelled me to seek him out.”


  “What necessity?” She heard the desperate edge in her voice, and forced herself to speak in more modulated accents. “What necessity, Papa? Tell me!”


  He sank slowly into the depths of the feather bed and took a long swallow from his glass. After an interval, he said, “You need someone to look after you, Maddie.”


  “Someone to look after me?” she repeated blankly.


  “A husband.”


  She looked at him for a long moment, and then she laughed. “Are you trying to get rid of me, Papa?”


  His voice was slow and no longer distinct, and Maddie had to strain to catch what he said. “No. I am simply trying to provide for you the best way I know how,” and he tipped up the glass in his hand, draining the fiery liquid.


  Maddie’s chin lifted a fraction. “I may have something to say about that.”


  He seemed to have lost interest in the conversation. His eyes closed wearily and the empty glass slipped from his fingers. It fell with a soft thud to the threadbare carpet.


  Maddie rose to her feet and came to stand over him. “I don’t wish to be married,” she said forcefully.


  “You don’t understand,” he mumbled under his breath. “You have no choice in the matter. I’ve done the best I can, under the circumstances.”


  “Papa, what are you talking about? What circumstances?” Fear constricted her throat.


  He made no answer, and she touched him gently on the shoulder. “Is it Cynthia? Has something happened? Tell me Papa!”


  Her words must have penetrated because his eyes opened slowly, but he stared past her. “Cynthia?” he asked stupidly, and then he laughed, and the sound of it tore at Maddie’s heart. “Deceitful bitch! You’re a fool. Deveryn won’t have you! Not even when you’re free of me. To him, you’re just a warm willing body. But I’ve told you all this before. Go to your lover, then! See if I care.”


  Maddie hardly knew what to say. Though she was shocked, she could not admit to any real surprise. On the few occasions she had been in the company of both her father and her stepmother, she had observed an utter want of consideration and affection in Cynthia Sinclair for the husband who was so patently enamoured of his young wife. And on one occasion, she had opened a closed door to hear her father’s voice raised in anger. She had shut the door stealthily, but not before she had hear the word slut. At fifteen, the word had meant nothing to her.


  One hand went out and she smoothed back the tangle of curls at his temple. His dark hair was shot with silver, and lines of dissipation were carved into his once handsome face. She felt a sudden overwhelming pity, but could not determine whether it was for herself, or for her father, or for a world which had lost its innocence.


  At that moment, he seemed to her to be a broken man. “Papa! Oh Papa! I’m so sorry.”


  He had difficulty focusing on her. “He’s taken everything from me.” The words were spoken so softly, she could hardly hear them.


  “Who Papa? Who has taken everything?”


  “Your grandfather…Deveryn…damn them to hell.” He reached for her hand. “Maddie! Maddie! Say you forgive me!”


  “Of course,” she answered soothingly, and tears welled in her eyes.


  “I don’t deserve your tears. Save them for yourself. Send Duncan to me, and kiss me…one last time.”


  She brushed his brow with her lips. It was pointless to linger. With a last anxious look at the inert form on the bed, she went in search of Duncan.


  The following morning, at dawn, before the house stirred, Donald Sinclair was wakened by Duncan and he went for a solitary swim in the arctic waters of the Forth. He never returned. His clothes, neatly folded, with his boots on top to weigh them down, were found among the sand dunes.


  At the coroner’s inquest, Drumoak’s housekeeper, Miss Janet Ross, testified that in days gone by, the master and other young bucks of the area had been used to disport themselves in such manner on Christmas Day for a lark, but that the tradition had gradually died out with the advent of a younger, more circumspect generation. It was presumed that it was an attack of nostalgia that had cost Donald Sinclair his life. A full sennight was to pass before the tides washed up the body, far from Drumoak. The coroner, as expected, brought in a verdict of accidental death.


  Word of the tragedy was sent posthaste to the widow in London, who immediately set off for Drumoak. It was remarked that Miss Madeleina Sinclair, throughout the ordeal, conducted herself with laudatory fortitude.


  But inwardly, Maddie seethed. How different now was the interpretation she placed on every inflection, every expression, every careless word of her father on that last unhappy night which was indelibly impressed on her mind. She kept her own counsel, however, and concealed her pain behind a frozen impassive countenance. Not for the world would she reveal her suspicion that Donald Sinclair had taken his own life.


  By degrees, pain gave way to anger, and anger to an implacable hatred. The name “Deveryn,” though she spoke of it to no one, became a torment to her, and to design a fitting torment for her tormenter afforded her more comfort than all the conventional expressions of condolence which were pressed upon her.


  Chapter Two


  The Viscount Deveryn checked his team with a negligible movement of one wrist and drove his high steppers through the Stanhope Gate and into Hyde Park at a fair clip.


  “Deveryn! You drive to an inch.” The hackneyed flattery was uttered by a feminine voice at his elbow.


  Deveryn inclined his head gravely. Only an intimate would have been able to tell his companion that the ghost of a smile on the viscount’s frankly sensual cast of countenance was the one he habitually assumed to mask his boredom with present company.


  The lady, a certain Dolores Ramides, an opera dancer with Covent Garden, was blissfully in ignorance of this fact. She tossed her dark ringlets in an attractive though self-conscious gesture, and adjusted the fox capet on her shoulders, a parting gift from a former admirer, wrapping it more securely round her swan-like throat.


  To be taken up by the viscount in his curricle was something of an honour. Apart from his four sisters, who were nothing out of the ordinary, only the beauties of both the beau and demi-mondes were ever granted that privilege. Miss Ramides was highly gratified. Even the weather seemed to conspire with her. The chill in the air on that late January afternoon was just what was required to bring out the new fox capet with matching muff and high poke bonnet which graced her charming person.


  “Oh Deveryn, look. There’s Teddy Banks and Gerry Cooke. I do believe they’ re going skating on the Serpentine. What fun! Do say we may return another day and try it.”


  Miss Ramides tensed imperceptibly as she waited for the viscount to respond. She knew herself to have made a bold suggestion. Deveryn had yet to intimate that she would play any part in his future, immediate or otherwise. But she had hopes, not without some foundation. It made her bolder. She laid one elegantly gloved hand against his sleeve. “Do say we may, Deveryn, please?”


  “It’s possible,” he replied non-committally, though there was no lack of civility in his tone.


  At her escort’s short answer, Miss Ramides, wisely, smiled to hide her resentment. The viscount was known to give short shrift to encroaching females who made demands upon him. And really, when she thought about it, she was sure she was making progress. It was she who had been invited to drive in his open carriage when other ladies of her acquaintance would have given their eye teeth to come within arm’s reach of him.


  She thought of Mollie Drake, and she smothered a giggle. Poor Mollie had spoiled her chances of snaring the viscount by committing an appalling blunder. Mollie, unfortunately, was clever. Though she had been well-educated, and could quite easily have found a position as a school mistress, the excitement of treading the boards and the luxury of life on the fringes of the ton as some well-breeched lordling’s paramour held greater appeal for her. Deveryn had been attracted to Mollie’s flaming beauty. What a pity that, thinking to impress his lordship, Mollie had opened her lovely mouth and capped one of the viscount’s quotations from Shakespeare. She had thought to captivate him with her superior intelligence. Poor Mollie had not known what was generally acknowledged—that the viscount abhorred clever women! No wonder! His mother and four sisters were reputed to be unashamed bluestockings! The gentleman was obviously suffering from a surfeit of clever conversation. His tastes ran to something quite different. Miss Ramides thanked her lucky stars that no one could accuse her of being a clever woman.


  As Deveryn embarked on a flow of easy conversation, she relaxed against the leather squabs and let the liquid sound of his voice, low and indolent, fill her with pleasure. Her eyes became drowsy and shifted to take in the unusual spectacle of Hyde Park crowded with pedestrians and open carriages on a fine afternoon in the middle of winter. But though there were scores of smart phaetons and dashing curricles which were tooled by handsome young gentlemen who threw her shamelessly admiring glances, her eyes were most often drawn to the man at her side.


  Jason Verney, the Viscount Deveryn, attracted as much attention as did the lady in his carriage. How could it be otherwise? Miss Ramides asked herself. The man was simply divine. He boasted a beautiful head of fine, flyaway hair the colour of new minted gold guineas; eyes like aquamarines, or was it sapphires?—she could never be sure; gold-tipped lashes that fanned those wide-set enigmatic eyes with heart-stopping effect; and finely sculpted bones which gave him the look of an English thoroughbred. But it was that mouth, she decided, which had earned the viscount the soubriquet “fallen angel”: full, generous lips tucked up slightly at the corners, but on rare occasions breaking into a slow smile which could melt the ice in the coldest feminine heart. It could very easily make a woman forget that she was playing hard to get. Her ruminations were interrupted by a languid drawl.


  “Dolly, don’t stare so. I’m beginning to feel like the fatted calf that’s been selected for the return of the prodigal son.”


  Miss Ramides regretted that she had never mastered the maidenly art of blushing. Nevertheless, she batted her long curly lashes and dropped her eyes in a fair counterfeit of confusion, and she hid her pretty face behind her enormous fox muff. The ghost of a smile returned to the viscount’s bored lips.


  “Gawd luv us, guvn’or! It be her ladyship, yer mother with yer sister.” The shrill cry of warning came from his lordship’s young tiger, a cockney lad, who was perched up behind.


  A crested open landau approached the viscount’s curricle from the opposite direction. Miss Ramides quickly glimpsed two elegantly gowned ladies, though their costumes, she noted with a degree of satisfaction, were not of the first stare. She affected an interest in a stand of trees on the far horizon.


  The carriages drew level. The viscount’s mother, the Countess of Rossmere, had a welcoming smile on her face. As her interested gaze took in her son’s travelling companion, the smile gradually faded and she also affected an interest in the horizon. But Deveryn’s young sister, a schoolroom miss of sixteen years or so, was not so shy. She looked with avid interest at the “lady” who accompanied her brother, and as the carriages passed, she was seen to wink broadly at the viscount.


  “Minx!” he said under his breath, but his lips twitched.


  The chance encounter with his mother and sister, though unfortunate, in no way disturbed his lordship’s equilibrium. A single man approaching his thirtieth birthday, so he surmised, must be allowed to sow a few wild oats. His mother, though scarcely approving, knew how to turn a blind eye to the occasional opera dancer or lightskirt she might chance to see in her bachelor son’s carriage or on his arm in some public place. Had the countess but known it, Deveryn’s purpose in escorting the beautiful Dolores to the park when it was sure to be crowded was calculated to spare pain, not only to his mother but to an innocent man he felt he had in some sort wronged.


  Deveryn wished to scotch the ugly rumours which were circulating that he had taken up with a married lady who moved in his own circles. Such a thing, he knew, would scandalize his family, and confirm the worst suspicions of the lady’s husband, though as yet her name remained a mystery. Deveryn meant to keep it that way. And, he reasoned, the best way to scotch an old rumour was to start a new one.


  There was one other reason which spurred the viscount’s determination to be seen escorting a bevy of beautiful women around town. The affair with Cynthia Sinclair was long over. He wished to convey that message, not only to ail the tittle-tattlers of the ton, but to the lady in question. He could not now say what had possessed him to break one of his own cardinal rules—to eschew married women, virtuous or otherwise. And Cynthia Sinclair must certainly be numbered among the latter. The husband, as he understood, had removed to Scotland, but the lady was proving something of a nuisance. Hence the drive in the park with the most coveted prize of London’s demi-monde. Deveryn was resolved that Cynthia Sinclair must be brought to the realization that her persistence in pursuing him would not be rewarded—quite the reverse.


  As the viscount’s curricle neared the frozen water of the Serpentine with its plethora of noisy skaters, Deveryn was hailed by the occupant of an equipage very similar to his own. Lord Blanchard, of an age with the viscount, gave him a very good day, and the lovely who was seated beside him greeted Deveryn’s companion with only a little less cordiality.


  Lord Blanchard’s tiger was instructed to go to the heads of his lead horses, a very fine pair of matched bays. The two ladies were assisted down and, as they took a short stroll on the frozen grass verge exchanging commonplaces and surreptitiously casting hard calculating glances at each other’s elegant costumes, Lord Blanchard came round the side of the viscount’s rig.


  “My thanks to you, Jason, for putting the sweetest little goers in my way.”


  Deveryn’s eyes lazily flicked to Blanchard’s handsome team. “Don’t mention it, Toby. Glad to be of service.”


  Blanchard seemed to be having some difficulty framing his next observation. Deveryn’s languid eyes beneath their hooded lids became a shade brighter.


  “Jason, I hope you don’t mind…what I mean to say is, I don’t wish to give offence…Dash it all, Jason, you know what I’m getting at! Am I or am I not at liberty to offer my protection to Miss Roland?” Blanchard’s soft brown eyes came to rest on the pert little redhead who walked the turf with Miss Ramides.


  Deveryn kept his expression grave. “I know of no reason why you should not.”


  “You’ve no objection?”


  “No, why should I?”


  Blanchard looked to be immensely relieved. “I thought as much. But at White’s last night the betting books were open, and some hefty wagers were made on which little ladybird would finally capture your fancy. Miss Roland’s name was among those mentioned.”


  The viscount looked amused. “How many are on the list?”


  “Four, as of yesterday.”


  “Only four? I must be slipping.”


  Blanchard’s expression was faintly quizzing. “I say, Jason. What’s your game?”


  “No game.”


  Blanchard’s face brightened. “You wouldn’t, by any chance, care to put me in the way of a little inside information?”


  “Toby, a word to the wise. If I were you, I shouldn’t bet on any of them.”


  Lord Blanchard looked blankly at his friend’s impassive countenance. After a moment, he shook his head and chuckled. “Jason! You’re outrageous. Shall I see you at Watiers for dinner?”


  “Indubitably!”


  “Do you see your parents soon?”


  “Yes, on Sunday for the obligatory dinner en famille.”


  “Convey my compliments to the earl and countess.”


  “Of course.”


  The ladies returned and Lord Blanchard very gallantly handed them up to their respective carriages.


  A couple of turns around the park were sufficient for Deveryn’s purpose. In other circumstances, he would have acted with more discretion. To flaunt his inamorata had never been much in his line. But it pleased him to think that his liaison with the mysterious married lady, like yesterday’s news, was already forgotten.


  There were but few things in his life that the Viscount Deveryn regretted, and his affair with Cynthia Sinclair was one of them. The regret was not for himself, nor for the lady, but for the husband who had been so negligently cuckolded. It should never have happened. Nor would it, if Deveryn had not been misled into thinking that Sinclair and his wife went their own separate ways quite amicably. It had suited Cynthia Sinclair to promote that piece of fiction.


  He had severed the relationship the day he had observed Sinclair at White’s, drinking himself into a sodden stupor. It was Toby Blanchard who had volunteered the information that rumour was rife that Sinclair’s wife had taken a young lover.


  “Well, ’twas to be expected, don’t you know?” Toby had commented. “She’s twenty or so years younger than Sinclair. Poor bastard! I think he really loves the jade.”


  Deveryn said nothing, but he felt a rush of pity for the empty hulk of a man who was intent on drowning his sorrows. But with Deveryn, where there was pity, contempt was not slow to follow.


  A week later, he was to tangle with Sinclair at Watiers. The man was obviously in his cups and spoiling for a fight. Deveryn had wondered, fleetingly, if Sinclair suspected him of being his wife’s lover. That notion he soon dismissed. A wronged husband was more like to call him out, not sit down at a faro table where his enemy held the bank and lose everything but his shirt to him.


  It put Deveryn in a very delicate position. With anyone else he would have simply pocketed his winnings and walked away without a backward glance. Fortunes were won and lost every day in the gentlemen’s clubs in St. James. But some vestige of conscience, or something he could not name, would not let it rest. When Sinclair returned from Scotland, it was Deveryn’s purpose to contrive a rematch and lose everything back to him. Only then would he feel shot of the whole sorry affair. After that, Sinclair was one name he hoped never to hear of again.


  He dropped the incomparable Dolly at the theatre in good time for that afternoon’s matinee performance. When he made no attempt to make a future engagement, the lady could not quite hide her disappointment. Even Deveryn wondered at his own lack of interest. Beautiful women, like thoroughbred horses and fine Sevres porcelain, had always been one of his passions.


  He returned to his rooms in Jermyn Street to dress for an evening on the town. Martin, Deveryn’s valet, noted that his master was in a thoughtful mood. It would have shocked that old family retainer to the core if he had devined that the viscount was reflecting that life of late had become so jaded that Sunday dinner with his family had become the bright spot on his calendar.


  Dinner en famille in the Verney household was habitually an informal affair. The rigid etiquette which prevailed in the dining rooms of the high sticklers of the ton were, by mutual consent, eschewed in that family in favour of a very free and easy converse. Other grand houses in town might boast of an haute cuisine which few could equal this side of the English Channel. Such things meant little or nothing to the Verneys, or so the countess averred. At her board, sparse courses and plain fare were the rule. She reasoned that an haute cuisine might very easily distract from an occupation at which all the Verneys were known to excel. In that household, debate, or “family squabbling” as Deveryn once affectionately disparaged it to his newest brother-in-law, was honed to a fine art. And truth to tell, at the conclusion of many a dinner, few would have been able to recall what had been consumed only minutes before.


  There were not many outside the bounds of this unusual family who could be comfortable in such circumstances. As the three elder Verney girls had acquired husbands over the years, it had afforded the viscount no end of unholy amusement to observe the horror of each of his brothers-in-law when first introduced to the manners and modes at his mother’s table. To politely confine one’s conversation to the person on one’s left or right hand was considered the stupidest kind of folly. One joined the debate and argued one’s point of view with vigour, or one was left to vegetate in silence. No topic was consciously selected. No subject was considered too trivial or so elevated or delicate that it could not be argued with relish. Most often, a casual remark made in passing was taken up and within minutes, the battle was joined. Though Deveryn might sometimes cavil at the bland dinners and highblown conversation which were to be found in his parents’ residence in Manchester Square, it was remarked that he rarely subjected his family to the slightly contemptuous cast of countenance which he commonly presented to the world.


  The countess was highly gratified that evening to have three of her five offspring and one son-in-law sit down to dinner. By virtue of the nuptials of the three elder daughters and Deveryn, the eldest of her brood and the only son, having set up his own establishment long since, the Verneys considered themselves a scattered family. Lady Sophie, at sixteen years and still in the schoolroom, was the last fledgling left in the nest, as her mother would have it. Lady Mary, the third girl, and her husband, Mr. Max Branwell, a darkly handsome young man in his mid-twenties and the latest addition to the Verney ranks, made up two of the party. Though married for only a six month, the young couple had come up to town to travel with the earl and countess to Dunsdale, the earl’s seat in Oxfordshire. There was to be a family reunion when the two eldest girls with their husbands and children would make up the rest of the party.


  Conversation was all of the absent members of the family whom the countess missed dreadfully, especially the grandchildren. By degrees, interest shifted to the newlyweds and to their new home in Hampshire. The countess, behind the screen of her long lashes, watched the young couple with interest. The earl observed her ladyship’s small smile of pleasure and rightly devined that the mother of his children was well content.


  The covers were removed. The port and glasses were brought out. But the ladies did not excuse themselves and repair to the drawing room as they would have done if more exalted company had been present. Conversation momentarily lagged.


  It was a chance remark from young Sophie which proved the catalyst for the debate which followed. She merely observed that her best friend’s sister was soon to be married, an innocuous remark which passed without comment. She named the groom. A tepid interest was kindled.


  “Roger Templeton?” repeated the countess. “That rakehell? Juliana’s wits must have gone a-begging to contemplate a match for her daughter with the likes of that rakety young ne’er do well!”


  “He’s very rich,” disputed Sophie, “and handsome too.”


  “And completely ineligible as a suitor,” declared the countess with crushing finality.


  “What makes you say so?” demanded Sophie, her petulance rising. “All the girls are mad for Roger.”


  “Yes dear, I’m sure they are, but from what I hear, it’s mutual. The boy is not ready for marriage yet. He merely thinks to do his duty by providing an heir for his aging sire.”


  “Careful dear,” reproved her husband with a chuckle, “You’ll give Jason the notion that he’s free to remain a bachelor indefinitely.” He exchanged an amused glance with the viscount. So close was the resemblance between father and son that a stranger, seeing them for the first time, could have made the connection easily. “I have a whim to dangle the next in line to the title on my knee before I die.”


  “So do we all, dear. But the point I am making is that it were better for a man to choose a wife for love, rather than her suitability to be the receptacle for his heirs.” The countess was known to call a spade a shovel.


  “Why are men so fanatically committed to propagating their line?” The earnest question was asked of the table at large by Lady Mary.


  Like all the Verney girls, who took after their mother, she was small in stature, of somewhat sallow complexion and owned that her rather nondescript crop of light brown hair, which was cut and curled in the current mode, was best described as “mousy.” Such failings in their parts was scarcely noted in their sum, for all the earl’s clever daughters boasted what their papa was used to call “countenance,” hazel eyes alive with intelligence set in finely sculpted bones which made an arresting impression. Nevertheless, the countess was sometimes heard to sadly express the sentiment, when her eyes idly wandered to the handsome figures of her husband and son, that she and her lovely daughters would show to better effect if they had not been saddled with a couple of demi-gods for relations.


  Lady Mary’s eyes came to rest on her brother and she repeated her question. “Well? Why do men set such store in begetting heirs?”


  “How should I know?” Deveryn parried. “I didn’t invent the tradition. It seems to be handed down from one generation to another as a sacred trust, more’s the pity.”


  “By men, of course,” his mother exclaimed. “I think it must be instinct. Men marry for heirs, women marry for love. Well, there’s some Greek play, I forget the name of it, which shows the folly of men’s logic. The betrayed wife revenges herself on her husband by bringing his house to extinction.”


  “How does she do that?” asked Sophie.


  “I forget,” replied the countess evasively.


  “Well, you’re wrong about Roger,” said Sophie, ruthlessly bringing the subject round to what most interested her. “Georgie said that when Lottie and Roger saw each other, it was love at first sight.”


  Mr. Max Branwell opened his mouth and spoke without thinking. “Piffle! There’s no such thing!” and he groaned inwardly when he realized that it was he who had opened with the first salvo. He waited in some trepidation for the counteroffensive to begin.


  The countess crushed her napkin in her hand and threw it on the table. “My dear Max, just because some things are beyond your ken does not signify that they do not exist. I have never been to China, nor am I like to be. If I were to deny its existence, I should make myself a laughing stock.”


  Deveryn took pity on his stricken brother-in-law and interjected humourously, “What, Mama! Did you fall in love with pater at first sight?”


  He looked down the length of the table at his father and grinned wickedly. The earl, whose attention was focussed on her ladyship, was seen to smile enigmatically.


  “Certainly not. I found your father a loathsome creature, not without just cause, I might add.”


  The earl and his countess exchanged a long challenging look, though from experience, the other members of the family did not doubt for a minute that their parents were in perfect charity.


  Lord Rossmere passed the port decanter to his son-in-law. “Not in front of the children, dear,” he droned. “Personal reminiscences of that nature should not intrude on after dinner conversation.”


  “Am I to understand, Mama,” asked Lady Mary, “that Roger Templeton has now become an eligible suitor simply by virtue of having fallen in love with Lottie?”


  “Of course. Love makes all the difference in the world.”


  “Love,” murmured Deveryn absently. “The currency of poets and philosophers since the dawn of civilization.”


  “And theologians,” remarked Sophie daringly, remembering the vicar’s homily that morning on a text from St. Paul.


  “Romantic love,” mused Mr. Branwell, quite forgetting that he had made up his mind that on no account would he ever again allow himself to be drawn into a debate by his clever Verney in-laws. “Idealized by the poets, trivialized by the philosophers.”


  “And the theologians,” added Sophie sagely.


  “Poets, philosophers, and theologians,” declared the countess, “with few exceptions are misogynists at heart. Well, look at Byron, Socrates, and St. Paul. You can’t tell me that they liked women.”


  “You’re generalizing dear,” reproved the earl.


  “What about troubadors and courtly love?” interjected Mr. Branwell with an unaccustomed show of heat.


  “Codswallop! They didn’t know women at all. They set us on pedestals. Men, very stupidly, though conveniently, I might add, throughout history have divided the members of my sex into two distinct classes—good women and the other sort. The one they marry, and the other—well, you know what I’m getting at. Romantic love, real love, cannot flourish in such a climate.”


  The countess’s knowing glance came to rest on her son. Deveryn acknowledged the hit with a slight inclination of the head, but he did not pick up the gauntlet his mother had thrown down. Mr. Branwell did that.


  “But there are two sorts of women!” he exclaimed flatly.


  His wife’s hazel eyes flared to a dangerous hue. “That’s all you know! It is men who make these distinctions and set women against each other. Given my druthers, I’d rather be ‘the other sort!’ To be a mere receptacle for producing some man’s heirs doesn’t appeal to me at all.”


  The earl’s cool voice soothingly prevailed. “I think ‘love’ just got lost somewhere in the shuffle. You ladies seem to think that you have a monopoly on the subject. If given half a chance, I think that we poor males might attempt a rebuttal to all the charges that have been levelled against our sex.” He looked a question at his son.


  “Don’t look at me,” said Deveryn and put out a hand, palm up, as if to ward off an attack. “Since I disclaim any experience of the phenomenon,” he continued outrageously, “I declare myself a skeptic and leave it to those who know better to convert me to their dogma.” He raised his glass in salute to his mother. “To be perfectly frank, Mama, I’m not at all convinced that China is not simply the figment of some rich cit’s imagination. I’ve yet to see any profits from a certain trading company in which I invested rather heavily some time since.”


  From such modest but promising beginnings a full scale attack was soon launched. But beneath the viscount’s easy cajolery, and blandly offered commentary, the countess, a perceptive and watchful mother, sensed a cynical persuasion which troubled her a little.


  As Deveryn shrugged into his heavy greatcoat and accepted his hat and gloves from the porter before departing for home, the countess descended the graceful sweep of the Adam’s staircase and presented him with a slim volume.


  “Greek philosophy, Mama?” The eyebrows shot up. “I should have expected a small tract from the Bible.” The countess was known to be devoutly religious.


  “Milk before meat,” she countered with a faint smile. “And don’t forget, it was a work of the pagan philosopher, Cicero, which led to St. Augustine’s conversion. Read it, though I know you’re familiar with the work. I thought you might be especially interested in what Aristophanes has to say.”


  Her cool lips lightly brushed his cheek. “Now be a good boy, and don’t get into mischief.” It was a parting comment that Deveryn had been used to hearing from his mother since he was in short coats.


  “I’ll try.” Even the response, he thought wryly, was automatic. He slipped Plato’s Symposium into his coat pocket and fervently hoped that the work was in translation. His Greek he knew to be shockingly in want of exercise.


  When Deveryn climbed the stairs to his rooms above the apothecary’s shop in Jermyn Street, he almost choked on the stench of roses that permeated the air. Only one woman of his acquaintance used such a sweet cloying perfume.


  “Damn!” he muttered under his breath, and pushed into his lodgings. He impatiently stripped off his outercoat and gloves and handed them to his man.


  “It’s all right, Martin. I know I have a visitor,” he said curtly, waving aside his valet’s apology, and without another word, he followed the trail of perfume down the hall and into his study.


  Cynthia Sinclair, looking ravishingly elegant, turned as the viscount entered. She quickly replaced the Sevres porcelain figurine which she had been examining, and looked up with a melting expression.


  “What are you doing here?” he demanded peremptorily. “And without benefit of abigail?”


  The melting violent orbs hardened a trifle under the harsh assault. “Jason,” she said baldly, “Donald is dead.”


  For the first time, he noticed that she was decked out in black from wrist to throat, and the gown was more demure than he had ever seen her in.


  Though her words shocked him, not a flicker of emotion showed on his saturnine countenance. “My condolences,” he said simply. “Won’t you sit down and tell me how and when it happened?”


  He pulled out a chair and she accepted it gracefully. But he did not seat himself near the lady. He moved to the fireplace and leaned an arm along the length of the marble mantel. One booted foot came to rest on the rim of the brass fender.


  The fire had been allowed to die down, but the room, of moderate proportions and boasting an ornate black and green Aubusson on the floor, was still quite warm. Cynthia Sinclair, who had never before dared enter the viscount’s hallowed portals, had already taken inventory of the room’s accoutrements and bric-a-brac. Though she thought that it was a very respectable room, it was more old fashioned and restrained than she preferred.


  “You have a fine collection of Sevres porcelain,” she observed conversationally.


  “Thank you.”


  His pose was deliberately aloof.


  Tears welled in the violet eyes, and trembled on long, lush lashes. “Don’t be cruel, Jason. I need you now, more than ever.


  Deveryn’s rigid stance relaxed by degrees and the expression in the cold blue eyes warmed slightly. “You’ve had a shock. Let me get you a glass of sherry.”


  This was soon done, and he resumed his former stance, though there was now nothing of hostility to be observed in his manner.


  “Now tell me what happened,” he said gently.


  With a great deal of persistent questioning and a little patient leading, the viscount was finally in possession of the main facts of the case, namely, that Donald Sinclair had lost his life in a swimming accident in Scotland—in December of all months, for God’s sake.


  After several moments silence, while the widow wept copiously into her lace handkerchief, Deveryn offered, “Naturally, I’ll do everything in my power to help you. Tell me what it is you wish from me.”


  The tears dried, though the lips still trembled.


  “Jason, do you mean that? Will you stand by me in my hour of need?”


  “What do you have in mind?” he asked politely, though there was a wariness in his eyes.


  The pouting lips parted slightly, and Deveryn watched as the tip of her pink tongue slowly moistened her lower lip. Familiarity to the gesture had inured him to its sensual potency.


  “Donald made a new will. Well, you know how wild he became when he found out I had a lover. There was no reasoning with him. He has cut me out completely, I’m sure of it.”


  “But there must have been some sort of marriage settlement.”


  “Only a verbal one. He promised me Drumoak at his demise. You need not look so surprised. I was an orphan and without dowry when he married me. There was no guardian to see to my interests, then, and no one now to be troubled about my unhappy fate. Jason?” Her voice turned husky. “He told me that you had taken everything from him—that he had given the deed to Drumoak into your own hand. What do you mean to do with it?”


  “It was always my intention to return it to your husband. I have no desire for a property in Scotland.”


  “In that case, you can have no objection to handing it over to me.”


  He took his time before replying. “I seem to remember that there is a child—a daughter by his first marriage.”


  “Yes, Madeleina, a spoiled brat of a chit, a haughty creature, but no child. She’s of an age with me, perhaps a few years younger, and she set her father against me from the first.”


  “But surely, under the circumstances, she will see that you are provided for from the estate.”


  “She won’t, you know. Nothing would please her more than to see me destitute and begging for my bread on the streets of London. Girls like her, pampered from the cradle, have no notion of the shifts we less fortunate women are forced to just to stave starvation from the door. Well you must have known that my only reason for marrying Donald was to put a roof over my head and bread on the table. It’s a sordid tale, I know, but not uncommon, surely?”


  He found her conversation distasteful and her disloyalty to her late husband revolting, but he merely said, “Still, the girl has some claim on her father’s estate, and I cannot simply hand over the deed of the property to you without some investigation.”


  “You needn’t think that Madeleina will be without resources. Her maternal grandfather will take care of her.”


  “Who is he?”


  “Samuel Spencer. Do you know him?”


  “Not personally, but I’ve heard the name somewhere.”


  “They say that he’s well-breeched, and there are no male heirs to inherit.”


  “Nevertheless, I think I should get in touch with your husband’s solicitor. Do you know who he is?”


  “Someone in Edinburgh. He’ll be at the funeral and afterwards, I suppose, the will will be read. Oh, I shall die of mortification, I just know it. These Scots are very close, you know. To them, I’ve always been an interloper. They’ve never accepted me.”


  And then the tears dropped in earnest. Though they left him unmoved he was willing to own that it was a weapon the lady employed with consummate skill.


  He watched the performance impassively, his eyes cooling to boredom, the impenetrable half-smile becoming fixed on his lips. It never occurred to him that the grieving widow was in need of comforting. After a moment or two, he said with a hint of impatience, “Come! Dry your eyes. I don’t intend to throw you to the wolves, you know.”


  Other men in his position, he knew, would simply send the deed on to the solicitor in Edinburgh and wash their hands of the whole affair. He wished that he might, and could scarcely understand the impulse that prompted him to become actively involved in the woman’s affairs again.


  Her shoulders gradually stopped heaving. The handkerchief was laid aside, and she peeked coyly up at him through the matted spikes of her wet lashes. The appeal of those enormous, amethyst pools fringed by soot-black lashes was powerful. Deveryn was not unmoved by the picture she presented. Cynthia Sinclair’s intensely brooding beauty was not in question. But the appeal was all to his senses. Now that she was free, a hot and heavy affair he would have entered into without regret. But the lady had set her sights higher. He was sure of it, and it made him cautious.


  Cynthia’s eyelashes fluttered nervously, and her eyes dropped to her clenched hands. The impassive expression on the viscount’s face was not the one she had hoped to see. She smiled to hide her disappointment, and thought that he would be a very difficult fish to net. But the task, she believed, was not beyond her.


  Her lips parted and she asked breathlessly, “You’ll help me:


  “Why not?” And he abruptly pushed himself from the mantel and closed the distance between them.


  “You’ll give me the deed to Drumoak?”


  He took her by the hand and she unresistingly rose to her feet. For a moment, she thought he meant to take her in his arms, but he merely led her to the door.


  “In all conscience, I cannot do that. But with your permission, I propose to escort you to your destination in Scotland.”


  Her mouth fell open, and Deveryn permitted himself a small, genuine smile. “I intend to be your advocate, you see. No one shall take advantage of you as long as I hold the trump card.”


  “The trump card?”


  “The deed to the property.”


  He escorted her into the vestibule and had her wraps brought. He could see that his offer had momentarily deprived her of speech.


  “I’ll make all the arrangements,” he said smoothly. “Be ready to leave at first light tomorrow. Oh yes, one more thing. I’d be obliged if you would travel in company of your abigail. Apart from wishing to guard your reputation, you’ll be glad of the company. I myself intend to spend a good part of the time on horseback.”


  She laid a hand on his arm and hope kindled in her eyes as she looked up at him. “Why are you doing this?” she asked softly.


  He regarded her with an inscrutable expression for a long moment, then said very deliberately and cruelly, “For old time’s sake. Nothing more.”


  Her hand dropped, and the smile on her face died.


  When the door finally closed upon her, Deveryn returned to his study and poured himself a stiff drink. After a few quick swallows, he sat down at the desk and threw off a terse note to his mother informing her that he was obliged to delay the projected sojourn into Oxfordshire. He had it sent round immediately to Manchester Square.


  Having done this, he unlocked the bottom drawer of his desk and withdrew some papers. In his hand, he held the deed to Donald Sinclair’s property in Scotland and the vowels for the sum of money which Sinclair had lost to him at Watiers. He pocketed the deed to Drumoak and absently replaced the vowels in the desk drawer knowing that he would never see them redeemed.


  He shut the desk drawer with a snap and quickly penned a note to his man of business giving him carte blanche to act for him in his absence. He left it conspicuously on top of the desk, knowing that Hepburn would find it first thing in the morning when he arrived for their weekly appointment. By that time, he would be on his way to Scotland.


  Though it meant foregoing the reunion with his family at Dunsdale and put him to no little inconvenience, he felt he owed Cynthia Sinclair some recompense for their short-lived affair. A fortnight out of his life did not seem too heavy a penance to pay to satisfy the pangs of conscience. Still, it would give the gossipmongers something to tattle about, and cancel his strategy of the last month to allay the suspicions of the ton. A line from Scotland’s bard, Robbie Burns, came to mind. “Man proposes, God disposes.” Somehow it seemed appropriate.


  Chapter Three


  Deveryn threaded his way through the throng of customers in the White Horse’s crowded lobby, and he made his exit through the main door. He delayed for a moment on the front steps, his windblown locks warmed to a lambent glow by the light from the oil lantern which hung from a bracket on the wall of the porch entrance. A couple of locals, their collars turned up against the rising wind, eyed the tall greatcoated stranger with veiled interest, and sidestepped him neatly. As they pushed into the welcoming warmth of Inverforth’s only inn, their muffled greeting was carefully neutral. Before the door closed behind them, the din from the taproom wafted through to Deveryn’s ears. It was Saturday night in the thriving metropolis of Inverforth, he thought with a cynical twist of his mouth, and it was evident that every able-bodied male in the indifferent parish, from farm labourer to squire, was bent on drowning his sorrows, or celebrating his good fortune, with his likeminded neighbours. God, how these Scots could drink! Not that he blamed them. Wresting a living from the land was a wretched enough business at the best of times without having the burden of Scotland’s miserable climate to endure.


  He stepped out of the shelter of the porch and struck out along the high street towards the blacksmith’s forge. If he wasn’t mistaken, there would be snow before morning. He cursed under his breath. Not for the first time since he had set out on this ill-advised journey, he wished he were in the bosom of his family at Dunsdale, and damn if he could understand the impulse that had made him forgo all the comforts and pleasures of home to escort his erstwhile mistress to this Godforsaken neck of the woods.


  His eye was attracted to the faint light that illuminated one of the stained glass windows of the parish church. It was then that he recollected the reason for the sorry pass he was in. His favourite brother-in-law, the vicar, would roast him unmercifully if he, Deveryn, ever admitted that it was an attack of Conscience which had swayed him to a course of action he found distasteful in the extreme. He might have known, he told himself with a resigned shrug, that Conscience and Comfort were, in essence, incompatible.


  A light sprinkling of snow began to fall, and he hunched his shoulders. In his eagerness to escape the toils of Cynthia Sinclair, he had inadvertently left his hat in the private parlour where they had earlier dined. Wild horses could not drag him back to retrieve it. Though there was not the slightest necessity for it he had determined to check on the smashed carriage wheel which had come to grief in one of the many potholes that turned the Edinburgh to Inverforth thoroughfare into a facsimile of Swiss cheese. Even if the blacksmith had forged a new rim, weather conditions made further travel impossible for the moment. It made an overnight stay at the White Horse inevitable. The thought soured his temper to a new low. He turned his collar up and cursed again. The snowflakes, like damp petals, fell with increasing vigour.


  Maddie felt the shock of them as they beaded to moisture on her lashes. She checked Banshee with a slight touch on the reins and she turned her face upwards to test the density of the cold blast of icy crystals. She hesitated. Apart from the occasional light from a cotter’s snug cottage hugging the rise, the darkness hung about her like damp cotton wool. The muted roar of the breakers as they surged against the shoreline warned her that an easterly wind would soon whip itself into a fine fury.


  If the threatening storm broke, Maddie did not doubt that Aunt Nell would talk herself into a royal dither, quite unnecessarily, when she discovered that her niece was not behind Drumoak’s stout stone walls. In normal circumstances, Maddie would have turned Banshee’s head and made for home. She had no wish to occasion her aunt the slightest anxiety on her behalf. But Maddie was beside herself. Duncan had given her the intelligence before dinner that Malcolm had arrived home from the university in St. Andrew’s and was, even now, at the manse on the other side of the village. His intention was to wait upon her on the morrow. But Maddie could not wait.


  In the week since her father’s funeral, she had bottled her emotions—and such emotions—dark, turbulent passions which were strange to her, and frightening in their intensity, all the more so because she hid them from the world behind a tranquil facade. With Malcolm, there was never any need of pretence. He was never shocked by the secrets she revealed, never put out by any of her perplexing questions, and there had been many of those in the last years as she had grown to womanhood. His calm good sense was as dependable as the Bank of Scotland. Even before her mother’s demise, it was always to Malcolm she had turned. He was only a little older than she, but his knowledge and experience of the world far surpassed hers.
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