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			DECEMBER 1898

			Mac Mackenzie paused, his paintbrush dripping, at the soft sound from the end of the corridor.

			The skylights in his room at the top of Kilmorgan Castle, the vast Mackenzie manor house, were dark. Mac didn’t remember night falling, but when he became deeply immersed in painting, time passed swiftly.

			It was also cold, his fire having died to a glow of coals. Lamps glowed softly, which meant his valet, Bellamy, must have entered and lit them.

			Mac pulled himself out of the painting of a Scottish landscape and restored himself to the here and now. It was mid-December, at two in the morning, and his wife and children were snugly asleep in the floors below. Mac’s brothers and their families slept in their wings of the vast house, all awaiting the celebrations at Christmas and Hogmanay.

			No one should be up near the studio at this hour, but that did not mean his son, Robert, hadn’t climbed restlessly out of bed to roam the halls. Or that Robert and his cousins Jamie and Alec hadn’t gathered for a stolen smoke or nip of whisky they didn’t think their fathers knew about.

			Mac wiped his brush and dropped it into his jar of oil of turpentine. He mopped at his hands, which never stayed clean, but didn’t bother trying to scrub off his face. Nor did he remove the kerchief that kept his hair more or less free of paint. Once he found the source of the noise, he’d return and finish the shadowing that was challenging him.

			He shrugged on his shirt, now noticing the cold. Painting with fervor heated his body, so he usually ended up in only his kilt and shoes.

			Mac stepped into the cold, silent hall. It ran narrowly before him, ending in a T—one direction led to Ian’s wing, the other to Cameron’s. He saw a flutter of white in the shadows, heard again the quiet rustle that had cut through his painting haze.

			“Iz?” Mac called softly.

			He started down the corridor. If Isabella, his darling wife, had come up to entice him to bed, he’d play along. The studio had a wide, comfortable sofa, and he could build up the fire to keep them warm while they bared more skin . . .

			Another flutter, then silence.

			Mac began to grin. Isabella had a teasing streak, and when she turned playful, life became splendid. Mac’s blood warmed, and he forgot all about painting.

			“Izzy, love.” He started after her, anticipation building. What game would she play this time? And how would Mac turn the tables, as he loved to do?

			He reached the split in the corridor. Stairs led down from here to the floors below, or he could turn to one of his brothers’ wings. Years ago, the sons and daughters of the Mackenzies had slept in nurseries on these top floors, but they had long since moved to larger bedchambers below.

			That fact was in one way sad, but then again, the older children would be marrying in a few short years, and nurseries would fill again. Mac’s adopted daughter, Aimee, was nineteen now, and so beautiful.

			Which was very worrying. Mac found himself snarling like a bear at gentlemen she danced with at the balls Isabella had carefully selected since Aimee’s debut.

			An icy draft poured over him as he tried to decide which way to turn. The wind cut, making him shiver. Who had left a blasted window open?

			He thought the chill came from Cam’s wing, and he quietly moved that direction. The short hall beyond was empty and dark.

			“What the devil are you doing, love?” he said, a bit louder. “It’s freezing. Let’s go to the studio and make it cozy.”

			Another rustle. Mac followed the noise around the corner to the longer corridor. At its end was a flash of white, then nothing.

			Mac gave up stealth and sprinted down the corridor. He’d catch Isabella and she’d laugh, then he’d carry her to where they could tear off what little clothing Mac wore and enjoy themselves.

			A window lay at the end of the hall—open, Mac saw as he reached it. As he’d suspected. Mac slammed it closed.

			He heard a whisper of sound and spun around. Behind him, where he’d just come from, stood a lady in white. A chance moonbeam caught on her red hair.

			In that instant, Mac knew this wasn’t Isabella. Different stance, different height, and Isabella was . . . alive.

			Why he thought this woman wasn’t, Mac didn’t know. Maybe because the moonlight made her skin deathly pale, or because the white dress floated, though the draft had gone. Mac couldn’t see every detail of her, but she seemed to have no hands or feet.

			Mac’s heart beat faster, but he felt no fear. Kilmorgan was an old place—this could be any lady, from any era.

			“Good evening,” he said softly. “I’m Mac. But you probably know that. What’s your name, lass? Which one are you?”

			The apparition was utterly silent. Mac took a step forward, wondering what would happen when he reached her. Could he walk straight through her? And would that be impolite?

			He was halfway down the hall to the hovering lady when she vanished, abruptly and utterly.

			Clouds slid over the moon. Mac was left in the freezing cold and dark, alone, disappointed, and suddenly tired.

			He moved quickly back to his own wing, doused the lights in the studio, and fled downstairs to his bedchamber, which was warm and inviting. His wife was fast asleep in their bed, and never moved when Mac climbed in with her, spooning close to her in their heated nest.

			

			
				
			

			“I saw a ghost last night,” Mac announced at the breakfast table.

			Ian Mackenzie took a moment to decide whether this declaration was interesting enough for him to look up from the letter and photographs that had arrived in the morning’s post. Mac liked to spin yarns, and Ian had learned to ignore most of them.

			He glanced at Mac, who slid into a place at the long table, his plate loaded with eggs, sausages, ham, and scones dripping with butter. A few rivulets of butter trickled over the edge of the plate to make perfect round pools on the tablecloth.

			Their nephew Daniel laughed. “Did you, Uncle Mac?”

			“I did,” Mac answered without worry. “Vanished before my eyes.”

			Violet, Daniel’s wife, made sure their seven-year-old daughter, Fleur, wasn’t giving too many bits of toast to the dogs, and leaned forward eagerly. “Interesting. Where did you see it?”

			“My wing. Then it floated to Cam’s wing and disappeared.” Mac shoved most of a scone into his mouth and chewed noisily.

			Ian had difficulty knowing when Mac was teasing or serious. Hart and Cameron were straightforward with their speeches—sometimes loudly so—but Mac made up stories or played with words, bursting out laughing in the middle of them. Ian had learned to wait until Mac wound down to judge whether what he spoke was truth or exaggeration. He returned to his letter and let the others at the table play it out.

			Breakfast at Kilmorgan was an informal meal, with food placed on the sideboard for all to enjoy. Some days the ladies indulged in breakfast in bed, but most mornings they made their way to the dining room to eat with the family. The younger Mackenzies were welcome—no banishment because they had not yet reached a specific age. The four brothers had made that decision years ago.

			Ian liked the breakfast gatherings. He read his letters or newspapers while various Mackenzies chattered around him. At the house he shared with Beth and his three children, breakfast could be intimate or rowdy, the five of them crammed around the table.

			As soon as Mac ceased speaking and began to eat, Ian’s daughters, Belle and Megan, entered and helped themselves at the sideboard.

			Megan finished filling her plate first and took a seat next to Ian. Megan was thirteen now, and becoming so beautiful. Ian lost himself in looking at her eyes, so like her mother’s, and her hair that was glossy brown with a touch of red.

			Belle, her plate heaped almost as much as Mac’s, sat on the other side of her sister. Ian noted they kept to the placement that was usual at home—they knew he preferred it if everyone sat in the same seats day after day.

			“Good morning, ladies,” Daniel boomed at them. “Uncle Mac has seen a ghost at the top of Kilmorgan Castle. What awful specter haunts our midst? A Highlander of old, calling to his clan? Great-great-great-grandfather Malcolm bellowing for his whisky? A lady waiting for her lover to return from one of our many rebellions?”

			“Papa.” Fleur shook her head at him. Like Violet, she was a skeptic.

			Megan shivered. “I hope it’s not the lonely lady.”

			Belle scoffed. “There are no ghosts. They are seen only by people who are drunk or mad.” She caught Mac’s grin and flushed. “Not that I mean you are mad, Uncle Mac. Or drunk. But it has been shown that oil of turpentine and the components of paints can make one’s brain behave as though it is intoxicated. You might have breathed in too much last night.”

			Mac winked at her. “An excellent theory. Very scientific. I assure you, dear niece, I keep plenty of air flowing through my studio and avoid a buildup of fumes. I truly did see a ghost. Kilmorgan is quite haunted.”

			“Poppycock,” Belle said, but Megan shivered again. “There has been absolutely no proven existence of ghosts and spirits,” Belle went on. “Those who pretend to have gathered evidence are frauds. Oh, I beg your pardon, Cousin Violet.”

			“No need, sweetheart,” Violet answered calmly. “I know all about frauds and hoaxes. Do not worry, Megan. Whatever your uncle Mac saw, it wasn’t a ghost.”

			“If you say so,” Mac said before he fell to devouring the rest of his breakfast.

			Megan did not return the smile, from which Ian deduced she was not reassured. He reached over and squeezed her hand.

			“There are no ghosts,” he said firmly. “They do not exist.”

			“Quite right,” Belle said on Megan’s far side.

			Belle looked for rational and scientific explanations for everything, from a flower pushing through the earth to how far away the stars were, to how rain clouds formed. Her inquisitive and eager mind had worked through most of the books in Ian’s library, and she’d quickly absorbed everything her brother’s tutors had taught them.

			Jamie, Ian’s oldest, had gone off to Harrow, leaving his sisters behind, but Ian had insisted they hire another tutor, one who could keep up with Belle’s swift mind. She was determined to go to university, to study to be a doctor. Ian saw no reason why she should not—Belle was brilliant and ought to be allowed to do anything she wanted.

			Beth tried to explain to Ian and Belle that education for a woman was very difficult, but Belle only furrowed her brow and said she’d do it. Ian knew she would, and he’d certainly use all his might as a Mackenzie to ensure that she found a university that would take her.

			Megan was no less intelligent, but in a different way. She was highly imaginative, constructing entire worlds in her mind and acting them out with her dolls or the dogs. Where Belle made her way through scientific journals, Megan read fairy tales and lengthy novels. Megan was also quite musical, able, like Ian, to learn a piece of music by hearing others play it through once. Unlike Ian, though, Megan could play it back with feeling, often ending up sobbing by the close of the piece.

			Megan was compassionate; Belle a force to be reckoned with. Beth expressed surprise that the two got along so well, but Belle was Megan’s defender, and Megan’s gentleness eased Belle when she grew frustrated and impatient.

			“What is this talk of ghosts?” Isabella Mackenzie floated into the room, her red hair drawn up in the latest fashion, which Ian privately thought resembled a giant pincushion. Isabella changed her hair nearly every week.

			Mac rose from the table, wiped his mouth, and kissed his wife soundly on the lips. “Saw one. Upstairs last night.”

			“How exciting.” Isabella helped herself to toast and tea from the sideboard, sat down, and raised her cup to her lips. “Tell me all about it.”

			Mac launched into his tale once more, and Ian returned to his letter. He’d written to a man in London, asking for particulars on what was in the photographs and line drawings—an antique necklace with intricately worked loops of gold and hung with emeralds and lapis lazuli. It was ancient, Roman, and had purportedly been taken from the tomb of a Roman consul’s wife. Somehow it had ended up in the treasury of a church in Norwich, and when the parish needed to raise money, they’d decided to sell it, as it was nonecclesiastical and had been hidden away for a rainy day.

			They’d sold it to a small museum in London that hadn’t really been able to afford it, and the necklace hadn’t proved a great attraction, giant fossil bones being more interesting to the museum’s patrons. The museum had quietly sold it on to a collector in Paris.

			Ian had decided the necklace would look perfect on Beth, and wanted it for her Hogmanay present.

			There was a problem, however. The necklace had disappeared after the sale, and no one knew where it was. Ian, with the determination Belle had inherited from him, set out to find it.

			The letter, from a London acquaintance who’d photographed the piece when it had lain in the museum, confessed he did not know where the necklace had ended up. The Frenchman who’d purchased it claimed it had never reached his Parisian mansion. Somewhere between London and Paris, the necklace had vanished.

			Ian read the words, studied the man’s photographs and drawings of the necklace, and made up his mind that nothing would deter him.

			“Excellent,” Isabella said. “Once we trap it, we’ll know whether it is a true ghost or someone playing tricks on poor, sleepless Mac.”

			Ian looked up. “Trap it?”

			“Yes indeed.” Isabella’s green eyes sparkled as she gave Ian her wide smile. “We’re off to catch a ghost.”

			“Poor thing,” Megan said, her mouth turning down.

			“It’s only someone playing tricks,” Belle said. “You’ll see. We’ll catch them and give them a good talking-to.”

			“Poor thing,” Megan repeated.

			Ian squeezed Megan’s hand again and slid one of the photographs toward her. “I’m going to find this for your mama,” he said. “Will you help me?”
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			Chapter 2
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			Jamie Mackenzie spent the miles on the train from London looking through the answers to his inquiries in disappointment.

			He’d thought he could ask about the rare thing he wished to acquire for his parents’ Hogmanay gift, write a few letters, and purchase it. He’d have to go through the Mackenzie man of business for the money and swear him to secrecy, but picturing the joy on his mother’s face on Hogmanay morning was worth the trouble.

			His father showed joy in a different way. Ian’s face wouldn’t change, but he’d go very still, absorbing every bit of information, and then he’d pull his son into a hard embrace. What Ian couldn’t express through words came out in his very firm and thorough hugs.

			But it seemed that buying an antique was more difficult than Jamie realized. Ian made it look easy, but then Dad had a calm stubbornness that made few refuse him. When Ian wanted a new bowl for his collection, no power on earth could stop him from obtaining it.

			Jamie would have to be just as stubborn. He was his father’s son, after all.

			Curry likely could help. The man, a former thief, knew how to discover who had what and how to obtain it. Curry had taught Jamie many lessons over the years that his mother and father didn’t know about.

			Could Curry keep mum, though? He might not tell Ian, but Jamie wasn’t so certain Curry could keep quiet around Jamie’s mother. Beth Mackenzie was a wise woman, and Curry ate out of her hand. Jamie would have to find some way to keep Curry loyal to him for the duration of the hunt.

			The door to the compartment burst open. A young woman in a fur-trimmed blue coat that covered her to her boots bounded in and slammed the door behind her. “I thought that was you! Jamie Mackenzie, the conquering hero, returns from Harrow.”

			Jamie blinked at his cousin Gavina, only daughter in Uncle Cameron and Aunt Ainsley’s small brood.

			“Never tell me they let you out of their sight,” Jamie said, hiding his delight at seeing her. “Fifteen and not yet out—you can hardly travel alone on a train.”

			Gavina wrinkled her nose in an expression very like her mother’s. “Of course not. Mum and Dad are in a compartment farther down the corridor. I became restless and wandered off. Dad gave his consent as long as I don’t leave the car. Goodness knows what I’d get up to in the dining lounge. They’d let me stroll the length of the train if Stuart came with me, but he’s asleep, the lump. Though he’s far too young to defend my virtue. Not that he doesn’t try.”

			She trailed off with a fond look. Stuart Mackenzie was very protective of his older sister.

			“I’m old enough.” Jamie jumped up. “I say we find the dining car. Or perhaps the end platform.” He patted his jacket pocket, and Gavina brightened.

			“Tsk, tsk.” She twitched a finger at him with feigned disapproval. “You have whisky or cigars—or both. Do say you’ll share.”

			“Of course. And defend your virtue.” Jamie regarded her critically, from the feathered bonnet on her red-gold hair to her slim boots. “You aren’t supposed to know you have a virtue or why it needs defending.”

			Gavina rolled her gray eyes. “You cannot belong to this family and not know what the male and female of the sex get up to in the darkness of the night. Nor that there are terrible people out there for whom a young woman my age is a delectable morsel. But I have no fear, because I have a horde of cousins, not to mention a formidable father, who will never let me stray a step alone. Besides, I do know how to box, kick, and shoot a gun.”

			Jamie took a step away from her in mock worry. “Do you have a gun on your person?”

			“Of course not. I don’t need one with my father hovering over me every second. Now, lead on, Macduff,” she misquoted. “I need coffee.”

			Jamie grinned and ushered her into the corridor. They walked down the train toward the dining car, waving at Uncle Cameron and Aunt Ainsley as they passed their compartment.

			Ainsley rose, but instead of stepping out and calling them back, she simply nodded at them. Aunt Ainsley was a canny woman who knew when the young people needed a modicum of freedom.

			Uncle Cameron was not always so understanding, but he, like Cousin Stuart, was fast asleep. The father and son sat facing each other at the window in identical positions—feet and arms crossed, heads slumped, snoring loudly. Aunt Ainsley would need to stuff cotton wool into her ears.

			Jamie and Gavina moved through the dining car, scrounging mugs of coffee from waiters who looked smitten with Gavina, and strode through to the back platform of the train.

			It was freezing outside, but the train blocked much of the wind. Jamie removed the whisky flask from his pocket and poured a dollop of Mackenzie malt into each of their cups. “For the chill. Ladies shouldn’t drink spirits, you know.”

			Gavina sipped her doctored coffee and let out a sigh of satisfaction. “Ladies shouldn’t do so very many things. I plan to be a spinster and shock people all the livelong day. Do say we’ll have a fine time over the holidays. Next year, I shall be sent to finishing school. I am capitulating if Dad promises to send me to university, though everyone knows ladies go there only to catch husbands.”

			Jamie couldn’t help laughing. Gavina’s face fell at the prospect of finishing school, smoothed into happier lines when she spoke of university, and creased into a scowl when she spoke of snaring a husband. Jamie hoped he and Gavina ended up at Edinburgh together so he could watch her rebuff gentleman after gentleman.

			“Out with it.” Gavina fixed Jamie a shrewd look as he plucked a cigar from his pocket and lit it. “What were you looking so determined about when I sprang upon you?”

			“Ah.” Jamie took a pull of the cigar, enjoyed its flavor, and released the smoke. “I might just need your help. But this has to be a deep, dark secret.”

			Gavina crossed her heart and gave him her full attention. By the time Jamie finished explaining what he wanted to do, Gavina was leaning next to him, grinning out at the snowy fields.

			“Excellent,” she said. “You can count on me, Cousin. I’m your man.”

			

			
				
			

			“Did you really see a ghost?” Isabella Mackenzie wiped the last paintbrush she’d cleaned for her husband and set it in the jar with the others.

			She enjoyed watching him paint and invented tasks as an excuse for joining him in the studio. Mac did need someone to keep things tidy up here, and he’d allow no maid or footman in to clean.

			“I did indeed, my darling.” Mac scraped his palette knife over brilliant yellow paint and used it to apply highlights to flowers in the foreground of his painting. He’d been doing more landscapes lately, beautiful things he shrugged about. “Nothing like Monsieur Monet,” he’d say. “Or Cézanne. Man’s a bloody genius.”

			“Belle is right that breathing in too many fumes can make a person see things,” Isabella said.

			Mac burst out laughing, and Isabella’s heart turned over.

			She’d been married to this man for years, and even now his smile, the sight of his muscles working as he turned to her in nothing but his kilt, had her hot as fire. She’d borne him two children who were nearly grown, but when he looked at her with his Mackenzie gold eyes, Isabella again became the debutante who’d tried and failed to scorn away the handsome young Highlander who’d crashed her come-out ball, danced her out to the terrace, and given her a kiss that changed her life.

			There’d been plenty of turbulence those first years, but that turbulence had settled into intense, chaotic bliss.

			“You cannae accuse me of being in a drunken stupor.” Mac had not touched a drop of anything inebriating in many years. “Well, you could, but it would be a lie.”

			“I know, love.”

			Mac threw down his palette knife and advanced on her. “And when ye say ‘love’ like that, ye know it undoes me.”

			Isabella lifted her face as paint-stained hands cupped it. Mac closed his eyes and kissed her, his mouth hard, experienced, calling up the heat he’d touched the night of her come-out ball. He’d kissed her, married her, and taken her to his bed in a matter of hours. Isabella had gone happily, and quite willingly.

			A bang somewhere down the hall made them both jump. Isabella wanted to ignore it and continue reveling in her husband, but Mac brushed another kiss to her lips and made for the door, curiosity in every line of him.

			Isabella, admitting curiosity herself, followed.

			Mac led the way to Cam’s wing of the house, where he said he’d seen the ghost. This corridor should have been quiet—Cam and Ainsley and family were still traveling to Kilmorgan—but plenty of noise echoed toward Isabella and Mac.

			At the end of the hall, where a window overlooked the vast gardens of Kilmorgan, Isabella saw a flurry of activity. She heard Daniel’s rumbling tones and the lighter ones of Violet, plus the youthful strains of the younger generation.

			“What the devil are you all doing?” Mac asked the question before Isabella could.

			Daniel busily tacked what looked like wires to the window, while Violet sprinkled powder on the floor. Fleur helped with that, flinging it happily about until Daniel sneezed. Belle assisted her aunt Eleanor to set up a tripod in the corner with a camera on it.

			“Trapping ghosts,” Daniel answered. “At least, trying to find evidence of one.”

			Belle looked up from securing the tripod’s legs. “He means gathering evidence that it’s a person up to no good.”

			“Oh.” Mac sounded disappointed. “I would rather it be a real ghost. Like one of our ancestors Ian is always telling us about—Lady Mary or Celia or Josette from the old days. I’d love to have a good chin-wag with one of them.”

			“If she wanted a chat, she’d have stayed.” Isabella slipped her hand through the crook of Mac’s arm. “Likely you scared her, Mac. Maybe she thought you were your dad.”

			Mac shuddered. “Poor woman. I was hoping I could ask her a few things. Such as why Malcolm Mackenzie chose to punch an open hall all the way to the top of the stairs. Makes for a powerful draft.”

			“Draws the air,” Daniel said. He hammered a nail into the window frame, which explained the banging. “An open tower with a cupola at the top lets air flow and not stagnate. Eighteenth-century engineering.”

			“Uncle Mac, there is no such thing as ghosts,” Belle said impatiently. “This is what we will prove. Aunt Eleanor will take its photograph.”

			“Indeed.” Eleanor, who had remained uncharacteristically silent as she adjusted the camera, beamed Mac and Isabella a smile. “I am rigging lines—well, with Daniel’s help—that will open the camera’s shutter when an unwitting person, or ghost, kicks them. Lighting is a bit tricky, because of course, we expect the ghost at night, but Daniel is rigging another device which will release flash powder at the same time and light the hall right up. Not only will the camera snap the photograph, but while the person is blinded, we can tackle him. It might not work at all, as so many things must happen in tandem, and we can’t count on that, can we? But it is worth a try.”

			“Which is why I am coating the floor with powder.” Violet straightened up and corked a now-empty glass jar. “The simplest way to prove it is a person and not a ghost is footprints. They’ll walk through, never seeing the powder in the dark, and there is our evidence that she is a simple thief.”

			“The lady I saw had no feet,” Mac pointed out. “Or hands.”

			“You saw no feet,” Violet said. “In the dark, or faint light, like moonlight, white stands out well. If she wore black stockings and boots and black gloves, they’d fade into the darkness and create the illusion that she had no extremities.”

			Mac shook his head. “You lot are taking the romance out of it.”

			“If someone is breaking into the house, Hart will want to know,” Eleanor countered. “If he loses his precious artwork again, he’ll be most distraught. If we catch the intruder this way, we can give her a good talking-to and send her off to the police, thus sparing her Hart’s wrath. You know how he is when he is upset.”

			Every head nodded. No one wanted Hart on a rampage.

			“I am sure there is a good reason why the young woman entered the house,” Eleanor went on. “I wonder what it is.”

			Daniel huffed a laugh. “The priceless paintings, Ming bowls, and plenty of jewels, silver, and sculpture we keep lying about. I am surprised there aren’t a flood of thieves here every night.”

			“Our neighbors wouldn’t dream of burgling us,” Eleanor said. “Though thieves could always take the train from the cities and escape in a cart if they prepared well. Or find a place to stash the goods and sell them off a bit at a time while pretending to live virtuously in a nearby village.”

			Isabella gave Eleanor an amused look. “You have planned this well. How often have you thought of ways Kilmorgan Castle can be burgled?”

			“Quite a lot. When I lived with my father and the money was tight, I remembered Kilmorgan’s riches. I invented many ways I could relieve Hart of a treasure or two and use it to feed us through a winter. I justified it by telling myself that I deserved it after Hart tried to trick me into marrying him.”

			“Ye do deserve it,” Mac agreed. “Though you did, after all, marry him, you poor woman.”

			“I did, didn’t I? I suppose I will simply have to put up with him. I too would like to speak to this would-be burglar. Did Hart wrong her as well? Did she, like me, amuse herself while lying awake at night by planning the perfect heist?”

			“She looked a bit young for Hart to have thrown her over,” Mac said. “More Aimee’s age. Hart hasn’t looked at a woman since ye sprang back into his life like a comet. I doubt it’s revenge she’s after.”

			“Then it’s the goods,” Daniel said. He tugged at the wires he was affixing to the window. “These will ring a bell in our bedchamber, alerting us that the intruder has arrived. That way, we won’t have to sit up all night in the cold.”

			“I hope she’s a true ghost,” Mac said, rubbing Isabella’s hand. “Not only would she be interesting to talk to, but I could laugh at you all when your scientific machinations turned up nothing.”

			“That would be fun, wouldn’t it?” Eleanor agreed. “I should adore talking with a ghost. So many questions. Could she even answer, I wonder? One needs breath to speak. And if she’s from so very long ago, perhaps the wife or daughter of Old Dan Mackenzie, would we be able to understand her? Languages change through time.”

			Belle sent her a reproachful look. “I thought you didn’t believe in ghosts, Aunt El. That’s why you are helping us.”

			“Oh, I believe in all sorts of things.” Eleanor smiled wisely. “The world is a far more interesting place than we realize. So many possibilities.” She returned to adjusting the camera on the tripod, humming a little tune.

			Belle looked perplexed, but Violet patted her shoulder. “It is a good idea you had to photograph it, Belle. All we can do is leave things in place, and hope Mac didn’t frighten her off forever.”

			Mac grinned. “I was politeness itself. But we’ll see, won’t we?”

			The atmosphere was optimistic, but when Daniel, Violet, and Belle raced back upstairs in the morning, the window remained closed, the powder undisturbed, and the camera in place, and no photographs taken of intruders, either ghost or human.

			

			
				
			

			Beth had to smile at her daughter and husband sitting side by side in the main library at Kilmorgan, heads together. Newspapers and books lay strewn across the table, with Megan scratching notes in her careful handwriting.

			“Jamie will be arriving soon,” Beth said into the silence.

			Megan and Ian looked up with a start, Megan’s alarm turning swiftly to guilt. She quickly covered her writing with her hand.

			Ian, after his golden eyes widened a moment, recovered and assumed his usual calm. “Then we must meet him.”

			He closed all the books, one after the other, taking time to align them neatly. Megan looked as though she was about to eat her notes, and Beth felt both curiosity and amusement at her worry.

			Christmas was coming, as was Hogmanay, and an air of secrecy always pervaded at this time. Ian and Megan were obviously scheming something to do with gifts.

			Ian betrayed no concern but kissed Beth on the lips when he reached her. “Will you come with us, love?”

			Beth shook her head. “You go. Eleanor is certain nothing will be done on time, so it’s all hands to the pump.”

			Ian had long ceased trying to work out what Beth meant when she spoke in metaphors, though he might have a think on it and ask her later. He kissed her again.

			Ian let the kiss turn long, never mind Megan standing nearby. This gave Megan a chance to hide what she’d been writing, which was likely Ian’s intent. That and to keep Beth from asking questions.

			“Keep your secrets,” she whispered to him. “As long as the result is worth it.”

			Ian, for answer, kissed her again. Then he gave her his warmest smile, held his hand out for Megan, and led her away. Megan stuffed her papers deep into her pockets and skipped after her father, her lively step making the rosettes on the back of her sash bounce.
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			Megan whooshed out a breath when Jamie lifted her from her feet in a crushing bear hug. She hugged him in return, always happy to see her brother, and pecked a kiss on his cheek. The cheek felt rough, and Megan saw with surprise that Jamie had whiskers, like their father, red and catching the light.

			Growing up so fast, she thought fondly as Jamie released her. Aunt Ainsley embraced her next, and Uncle Cameron, whom she hadn’t seen in a few months. Then Cousin Stuart, who was her exact same age, though he seemed to have grown a head taller than Megan in the intervening time.

			Cousin Gavina sent Megan a smile and kissed her cheek, her beauty like a poem.

			The adults headed for the carriage, but Megan hung back as Jamie and Gavina began to walk to Kilmorgan. Stuart, wanting to show he was as robust as his cousins, joined them. Megan knew she’d have to jog to keep up with the others, but she didn’t want to go tamely home in the carriage without them.

			Gavina kindly took her hand and slowed her pace, keeping Megan with her as the boys ran ahead and behind again, behaving like the unruly male creatures they were.

			Megan had always been in awe of Gavina. Though only two years older than Megan, Gavina was radiant, poised, and not afraid to flirt with boys. Belle had confided to Megan that when Gavina made her come-out, she’d be what was called a diamond of the first water and likely showered with proposals.

			Gavina, on the other hand, in spite of the flirting, had declared she had no intention of marrying at all. Megan would be interested to see what happened in a few years.

			It didn’t take long for Megan to realize that Gavina and Jamie were up to something. When she lagged behind a little, Stuart having run far ahead, Jamie fell into step with Gavina and began speaking quietly.

			Megan had learned from her father that if she was silent and didn’t draw attention to herself, she could find out very many things. She pretended her attention was elsewhere, but listened carefully.

			“I’ll hunt up Curry,” Jamie was saying. “Do you think you can get in? The door will be locked.”

			“Oh, you just watch me.” Gavina grinned at Jamie with confidence.

			Gavina was smart, like Belle, but in a different way. Belle knew all kinds of facts from books, but Gavina could do things, like pick locks, discover secret passages, and figure out how to beat all the boys at hide-and-seek, tag, or any other game they’d played when they were children. Cunning and stealth, Gavina had always said, beat running and punching anytime.

			Megan hoped they didn’t plan to steal anything. Then Megan would have to tell, and she did not like tattling. However, if she knew nothing, she couldn’t report it, could she?

			“We have a ghost,” she said in a loud voice as she caught up to them. “Uncle Mac saw it. Belle and Daniel and Violet tried to prove it was a person, but their traps caught nothing. So it must be a real ghost.”

			Both turned to her, their attention caught. Jamie expressed derision and ran off to find Stuart, who had decided to climb a tree for some reason.

			Gavina remained with Megan, gazing at her with avid interest. “A ghost? That’s wonderful. Do tell.”

			

			
				
			

			Ian, in his study, went over the telegraph messages he’d retrieved from the train station when he’d collected Jamie, frowning as he read them.

			Lloyd Fellows, now a chief superintendent at Scotland Yard, had looked into the theft of the necklace—if it had been a theft—and had discovered nothing. Since Fellows was as dogged as Ian, Ian believed him when he said he’d turned over every stone.

			The museum had reported no burglary. They claimed they’d wrapped up the necklace and sent it via courier to the man in Paris who’d bought it.

			Interestingly, while the courier had agreed that his service had sent him to retrieve three packages from the museum and deliver them to various residences in Paris, he had not taken one to the gentleman who’d purchased the necklace.

			The clerk in the museum, however, swore he’d wrapped it and left it for the courier.

			Somewhere between the shelf in the museum storeroom and the courier’s hands, the necklace had disappeared.

			Fellows had thoroughly questioned the courier and concluded the man had not stolen the necklace himself. He’d worked for his firm for years and was one of their most trusted employees. No package he’d ever touched had gone astray.

			Fellows then questioned the packers and clerks at the museum, but again, all were trusted men and one woman who had worked at the museum for some time.

			Ian tossed down the telegraphs feeling old frustration work into his bones. It had been a long, long time since he’d had one of his “muddles.” During one, he would become fixed, focused on one mundane task while his brain spun and tried to make sense of the world. Muddles distressed his family, he knew, and there had been no need for one for a very long time. Beth and his children steadied him now.

			But occasionally Ian faced a problem he did not know how to confront. His wife, sisters-in-law, and brothers could sit and think through a conundrum or discuss it with others and come up with a solution.

			Ian had difficulty voicing his thoughts and so tried to work through them on his own. But sometimes his focus would shift, and the equations would not balance.

			A package could not simply disappear. Ian opened a notebook and took up a pen to try to reason it out.

			The pages of the notebook were scribbled over with number sequences and codes Ian had invented. Beth enjoyed the codes, and they sent each other notes that only they could read. Ian liked that he could tell her exactly what he loved about her, including vivid, physical details that no one would understand but her.

			Watching Beth decipher the notes, her color rising, her eyes sparkling, made him warm. Ian lingered now over one of the codes, his blood heating.

			He forced his attention away. Even better if he could drape the lovely Roman gold over Beth’s bare skin, but he had to find the necklace first.

			If it had disappeared between being packed and the courier’s arrival, there were several possible explanations. A: Whoever was supposed to pack the necklace had simply pocketed it and taken it home. B: The courier was lying and had taken the package, having worked all his life to engender trust. C: The museum still had it but had hidden it, hoping to keep the payment from the buyer and the necklace itself. In a few years, they could quietly sell it to someone else.

			Ian jotted these notes in code, a new one he hadn’t taught Beth. He never hid his notebooks from her, but he wanted the necklace to be a secret for a time.

			Another possibility—the necklace might have been stolen from its display at any time, and the museum had covered up the fact. Why they would, Ian couldn’t fathom. If they did not report the theft, they’d collect no insurance.

			Unless . . . Ian began to write, his pen flying. The museum might have sold the necklace covertly, for a greater price, some time ago, replacing it with a copy. Perhaps they’d sold the copy to the collector, then, realizing the man would know it was a fake, had contrived to have the necklace go missing.

			Ian crossed a line through his notes. None of this was satisfying.

			A thief could have simply broken into the museum, seen the package, realized it must contain something valuable, and absconded with it. Ian would ask Inspector Fellows where the package had been stored and how long it had lain there between being packed and the courier arriving.

			He threw down his pen and ran his hands through his hair. Outside, people were shouting, drawing him from his concentration.

			Ian went to the window. Below, in the snowy gardens, Mackenzie children, from Hart’s youngest boy, eleven-year-old Malcolm, to the stately Aimee, were yelling, running, and pelting each other with snowballs. Even Aimee, a young lady now, alternately chased or ran from the others, screaming when a well-placed snowball slammed into her back.

			Laughing, she scooped up snow and lobbed it at Jamie and Robbie with great skill.

			Megan ran among them, managing to land a large glob of snow on her brother’s back. Even Belle, who preferred to read rather than run wild, jumped up and down, cheering for Megan’s hit. She then shrieked and ran when Jamie came after her.

			They were all there, the children of Hart, Cameron, Mac, and Ian. In a few days, Fellows’s three would arrive, completing the set.

			Ian thought back to the days when he and his brothers struggled out from under the shadow of their father, battling loneliness and their own destruction. But now, with the help of their wives, Mac had conquered inebriation, Cameron had recovered from the crazed brutality of his first wife, and Hart had relaxed his need for absolute control and power—mostly.

			Ian believed he’d come furthest of all. He could sleep without waking in terror, darkness no longer pressing him. He could meet the gazes of those he loved without fear he’d be trapped in them. He could stand at the window and gaze fondly at the younger Mackenzies, tangible evidence of the brothers’ happiness, and become almost poetic. Beth would laugh.

			The thought of his gentle wife, her blue eyes and sweet smile, made Ian turn from the window. The fact that all the children were outside in a snowball battle meant that the house was relatively empty, and he might find Beth alone . . .

			Ian shoved his notebooks into his desk, locked it with the small key, and strode off to seek his wife.

			

			
				
			

			Gavina Mackenzie slipped through the darkened upper corridors of Kilmorgan late in the night. The sun set early this close to the winter solstice, rendering the land deep black well before the family supper.

			Inside Kilmorgan, however, lamps shone, chandeliers twinkled, fires burned high. The collected Mackenzies conversed, made music together, and told each other stories well into the wee hours. Tonight, Mac had been regaling the younger ones with the tale of his ghost.

			Jamie, slipping off with Gavina to discuss strategy, had looked superior. “And people say my father is mad. He’s not daft enough to believe in ghosts. Has a good head on his shoulders, does my dad.”

			He spoke proudly, admiring Uncle Ian’s ability to see a situation clearly, without clouds of assumption, supposition, and emotion getting in his way. If Uncle Ian didn’t understand a thing, he’d research it from every angle and probably come up with mathematical formulas to explain it.

			Gavina had seen as they’d grown up that Jamie had a similar ability. He was shrewd and clear-eyed, pondering every angle of a problem.

			Gavina, on the other hand, dove right into a situation without worrying about the consequences. She came to grief from time to time, but she’d also done things none of her girlfriends would dream of—like going to the top of the Eiffel Tower by herself, getting herself locked into a library in London all night and reading the books young ladies weren’t supposed to, and once riding in a point-to-point horse race. Well, no one had specifically said the race was “boys only.”

			Her parents were exasperated by and proud of her exploits. Gavina knew her mother had been quite the tear in her day—who did Jamie think had taught her to pick locks?

			Gavina had the best father in the world, she thought as she silently entered Uncle Ian’s study. She halted after she closed the door, waiting until her eyes adjusted to the faint light before proceeding. The sky was clear tonight, moon and stars providing beautiful illumination.

			Cameron Mackenzie never scolded Gavina for riding in races or reading naughty books, and he never admonished her to act like a young lady. In his opinion, hiding the world from a young woman only made her vulnerable to blackguards and libertines. She should know what awaited her after her debut and how to stand her own ground.

			Gavina wasn’t certain her father would approve of her burgling Uncle Ian’s study, but in time he’d understand it was for a good cause.

			Once she could see well enough, Gavina made her careful way to the desk. She daren’t light a candle, for fear a diligent servant would see it. Curry, for instance. Uncle Ian’s valet would recognize criminal activity when he saw it.

			Ian’s desk was a large, flat-topped affair with drawers on either side and a shallow one in the middle. No delicate secretary or davenport desks for Uncle Ian. He spent much time reading and researching his Ming pottery and other ancient artifacts, and he liked large surfaces on which to spread out his books. He was also writing a history of the Mackenzie family, drawing on papers and diaries he’d found in the attic.

			Ian routinely locked all the drawers in his desk. Though no one came in here but family and trusted servants, Uncle Ian liked everything in an exact order, which he did not want disturbed.

			Gavina took the thin wires out of her pocket and started on the desk drawers. Her mother had said that while a hairpin did well in a pinch, long, stiff wires were much better—one to hold the tumbler, the other to turn the lock.

			Gavina had practiced diligently. At first she’d been amused by her mother’s hobby, but she’d learned that it could be quite useful.

			As it was now. In a few short moments, Gavina had all of Ian’s desk drawers open, searching for the notebook Jamie had told her to look for.

			She found it in the second drawer down, a leather-bound book filled with jottings and numbers plus folded pieces of paper. Within one of those papers was the picture Jamie wanted.

			Gavina rose from her knees, hugging the notebook. Victory.

			Her glee abruptly vanished when she heard footsteps outside the door.

			Damn and blast. If Gavina were caught in the dark in Ian’s study, desk drawers open, cradling Ian’s notebook, she’d not easily talk her way out of it.

			While her father stood by her with most of her escapades, even he wouldn’t be happy with Gavina stealing from Uncle Ian. Drat Jamie and his fantastic ideas, and drat herself for leaping into the scheme with her usual enthusiasm.

			Gavina darted across the room, using the lamplight from the corridor to find her swift way to the corner. Thank heavens for her Mackenzie cousins, who liked to explore every inch of this huge house and its secret passages. Because of them, Gavina knew there should be a small panel at the end of the bookcase—yes.

			Gavina jabbed at the smooth panel until she found the depression that let it spring open, revealing a dark passageway. Gavina slipped inside, closing the panel as quietly as she could before she hurried through the tiny corridor.

			The blackness here was complete. Gavina thanked heaven she wasn’t an imaginative young woman or the darkness might terrify her. She only worried she’d trip and fall, because if she hurt herself, she’d have to call for help.

			Gavina had wondered why this house had secret passages, as it had been carefully designed well after the need for priest holes and hiding places for Highlanders running from the Black Watch and the excisemen. Uncle Ian explained that Old Malcolm Mackenzie, who had designed the house, had put them in because he thought secret passages would be exciting.

			Gavina blessed her ancestor for his whimsy as she moved through the passageway. She reached its end and pushed at the panel there until she stumbled out into another corridor—this one empty, thank goodness.

			Voices sounded around the corner to the main hall. Gavina hastened in the opposite direction, taking the back stairs and servants’ halls to the top of the house.

			Jamie waited in their appointed spot on the top floor of Ian Mackenzie’s wing, in the nursery. His eyes widened when Gavina entered and stepped into the moonlight flooding the room.

			“Good Lord,” he gasped. “The ghost.”

			“Don’t be daft,” Gavina said impatiently. “It’s me.”

			“No, I mean behind you.”

			Gavina swung around and saw a flutter of white that vanished into the blackness of the corridor. Thrusting the book at Jamie, she dashed out of the room in time to see the white apparition skim around the corner.

			Gavina’s skin prickled, superstitious fear wafting through her for the first time in her life.

			Absolute nonsense, she told herself, and gave chase.
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			Gavina followed the ghost around the corner, through Mac’s wing, and on to Cameron’s. It moved swiftly, and as Uncle Mac had claimed, glided seemingly without the use of feet.

			Gavina sped onward, thrusting aside her tingle of foreboding. The only way to conquer fear was to face it. Her father had taught her that too.

			At the end of the hall, where the large nursery she’d shared with her brother had been, the ghost disappeared.

			Gavina halted with another shiver, but she squared her shoulders. This house was riddled with passageways, and the woman must have slipped inside one.

			She heard Jamie pounding behind her, but she would not let her cousin laugh at her for being afraid of a ghost. Gavina sped her steps, making for where she’d seen the thing evaporate.

			Something tripped her. Gavina fought for balance and took another step before a brilliant flash of light erupted in her face. She fell against the wall, half-blinded, cursing with more words than her father realized she knew.

			Strong hands caught her, and Jamie pulled her to her feet. “You tripped the camera, ye daft lass.”

			Gavina pushed away from him, struggling for breath. “I realize that. Help me take out the plate, or Aunt Eleanor will know we were up here.”

			She groped for the camera, but Jamie reached it first. He pulled out the small photographic plate and put it into his pocket.

			“I’ll take care of this, never you mind. Why did you chase it?”

			“Why?” Gavina turned to him in surprise. “To prove it’s not a ghost. The question is, why did I trip the camera and she didn’t?”

			“Because she’s a ghost,” Jamie said, as though this were reasonable.

			Gavina gave him a deprecating look. “Now who’s the daftie? I thought you didn’t believe in spirits.”

			“I didn’t. Until I saw her.” Jamie’s face softened, his eyes golden in the moonlight. “She’s a bonnie lass, isn’t she?”

			Gavina stared at him, lips parting. Jamie had never hidden the fact that comely females pleased him, but she’d never seen him wearing this besotted expression. He looked like a dreamy-eyed cow.

			“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” she said in exasperation. “Let us go downstairs before someone comes to investigate. Daniel said he rigged up an alarm, and someone might have noticed the flash.”

			“Aye, well.” Jamie gazed longingly at the spot where the ghost—or whoever she was—had disappeared. “She walks in beauty, does that poor lass.”

			Jamie only became poetic, and very Scottish, when he was going soft about something. He could wax lyrically over a brilliant sunset or a view over the water or a splendid horse running flat out. And now, it appeared, a beautiful woman.

			“You are absurd, Jamie Mackenzie,” Gavina said.

			Jamie shrugged. “One day you will fall in love, dear cousin. On that day, I will smile.”

			Gavina glared at him as he sauntered down the hall, the Mackenzie blue and green kilt fluttering as he went.

			As if Gavina would ever fall in love. At least, if she did, she vowed she’d not act like such a fool.

			“For heaven’s sake,” she repeated in a mutter, and stomped after him.

			

			
				
			

			Eleanor, Duchess of Kilmorgan, emerged from her darkroom the next morning with her mouth a flat line. She knew the young Mackenzies were mischievous—and no wonder, considering their fathers—but this was going a bit too far.

			As she strode down the hall, the printed photographs in hand, she distractedly noted all that needed to be done before Christmas, and more importantly, Hogmanay. This year, they’d keep things simple—Hart had agreed to set aside the holidays for family and close friends, but that still meant a good many people. She and the housekeeper were hiring more staff to help with the decorating and the food.

			Lloyd Fellows and Louisa with their children were already on their way. The McBride family would soon arrive as well—Ainsley’s four brothers and their collective offspring. So would David Fleming and his wife and young son.

			That made eleven families multiplied by two to three children each, though Ainsley’s oldest brother, Patrick, and his wife had never had children of their own. The couple had raised Ainsley and her wild brothers and now were inundated with nieces and nephews.

			Speaking of nephews—Eleanor pulled her swift thoughts back to the present.

			She entered the dining room to find most of the family breakfasting. The din from myriad conversations assailed her, her husband’s voice the loudest as he boomed something to Daniel.

			Eleanor paused in the doorway. She never failed to delight in the scene of the four brothers, Daniel, their wives, and the younger Mackenzies gathered around in laughter and conversation. Her heart warmed most of all for Hart, seated at the head of the table, trying, and failing, to bring some order to the chaos.

			Eleanor loved the chaos, and the thrum of energy the children brought. She’d spent much of her life alone, she and her father living by themselves in a run-down pile of a house. Her father had recently married a lady he’d hired to help him write his latest book, the two finding that they rubbed along perfectly. They too would be arriving in time for Christmas, taking their time over the cold journey from Aberdeen.

			But to business.

			“Robbie Mackenzie. Stuart Mackenzie.” Eleanor bellowed into the crowd. “Please explain yourselves.”

			She turned around the photograph. Robbie, who’d taken a bite of porridge, began to cough. Stuart only sat still and became very red indeed.

			The photograph showed two bare backsides caught in the brightness of a flash. They would have been anonymous rumps if both Robbie and Stuart hadn’t glanced behind them to make certain the camera went off.

			There was a collective hush as those around the table studied the photograph in amazement. And then a roar of laughter.

			Ainsley and Isabella each tried to scold their respective sons, but they hid their mirth poorly. Ian looked slightly perplexed at the laughter, and Beth whispered into his ear, presumably explaining.

			Hart’s voice cut through them all. “For shame, lads,” he thundered. “You’ve wasted your aunt’s chemicals and no doubt upset her. I can imagine her shock when the photograph resolved.”

			He picked up a cup of steaming coffee and quickly drank it, lips twitching suspiciously.

			“Hardly shocked,” Eleanor said crisply. In a life with Hart, nothing much jolted her. “It was a joke, I suppose, on those adamant to find their ghost. But yes, you are very naughty.”

			Daniel broke in, not bothering to hide his grin. “You were hoping to see something pale and glowing, weren’t you, Uncle Mac?”

			Violet elbowed him, but Daniel only collapsed into laughter. Mac threw a piece of bannock at him.

			Eleanor noted Gavina giving Jamie a long glance, and Jamie shaking his head ever so slightly. Eleanor’s eyes narrowed. Now, what were they up to?

			“Lads,” Mac said to the still-red Robbie and Stuart. “Ye are very funny, but I can’t let ye get away with it. Apologize to your auntie.”

			“Sorry, Aunt Eleanor,” they both mumbled in overlapping syllables.

			“They need to do more than that,” Hart said.

			“Never fear.” Eleanor gave both boys a severe look. “I have plenty of ways they can make it up to me. Starting with cleaning up the darkroom and all the flash powder upstairs. Such a large amount of burned powder on the floor—it is not fair to have the maids sweep that up. You must have used too much, Daniel.”

			Again, Jamie and Gavina exchanged a glance. Eleanor would have to find the root of that later.

			Daniel shook his head. “I swore I used just enough and no more. And no one tripped the alarm I rigged. Did the powder show any footprints?”

			“It was such a mess, I could not tell,” Eleanor said. “It will take some labor for it to be cleaned up.”

			She set the photograph facedown on the table as Robbie and Stuart looked even more dejected. Eleanor took her chair at the foot of the table, finished with the business. Two footmen sprang forward to serve her, the lads trying to stifle their own laughter.

			Jamie went still, his gaze riveting to the door Eleanor had left open. Eleanor turned in time to see a housemaid peek in and then retreat.

			“Good Lord.” Jamie sprang from his chair, shoving it back so hard he overturned it, and bolted from the room.

			Mac, looking as stunned, followed him. Eleanor waved off the footmen and hurried out, wondering what on earth Jamie was on about now.

			She found Jamie in the middle of the wide front hall, where footmen and maids on ladders wound garlands through the staircase. “Where did she go?” Jamie demanded of them.

			One of the footmen frowned. “Who? Sir,” he added quickly with a glance at Eleanor.

			“That maid.” Jamie rushed to the gallery that spanned the front of the house and scanned its length. “Didn’t she come this way?”

			“We didn’t see,” the footman answered. “We’re looking up, not down. Um . . . sir.”

			The footmen at Kilmorgan often forgot to address Jamie with the honorific, as he was friendly with all the staff and, Eleanor knew, shared cigars and whisky with them.

			“I saw her too,” Mac said. “That was her.”

			“The ghost?” Isabella asked excitedly, coming up behind him. “Blast—I missed it.”

			Gavina had trailed after them. “Not a ghost,” she said decidedly. “A housemaid.”

			“Indeed, we have been hiring extra help,” Eleanor said. “Mac, if you and Jamie have frightened off a new maid, I’ll be most unhappy. We need every pair of hands right now.”

			“That would explain things,” Gavina said. “There’s a new housemaid, and she was lost or simply exploring the place. Servants sleep in attics in most houses. She was likely looking for her room.”

			“Logical,” Eleanor agreed.

			Gavina looked satisfied, Isabella disappointed, Mac unconvinced. Jamie continued to frown, perplexed.

			Simplest explanations were best, Eleanor always believed. She’d find the maid, soothe her, show Jamie and Mac that she was a real human being, and this ghost hunt would be over.

			Not that Eleanor didn’t wish they had a true ghost—one would be terribly interesting—but the holidays at Kilmorgan were not the most convenient time for them to appear.

			

			
				
			

			Ian entered his study after breakfast to find Curry and a footman hastily restoring the room to rights. Papers littered the floor, drawers stood open, and a few books tumbled from shelves.

			Ian paused in the doorway, hand on the handle. Curry, noticing him, carefully set down a stack of books and hurried to him.

			“No harm done, guv. Just a prank. I think. Or the ghost. Evil spirits like to throw things about.”

			Ian knew no evil spirits had done this. Someone had broken into this room and rifled his desk.

			Years ago, he would have become upset. Ian liked things to remain in a specific place, not only so he could easily find them, but because they felt right there. Now he was not so much interested in the mess as in the fact that his research for the necklace had been locked in his now-open desk.

			“What was taken?” he asked sharply.

			“Don’t know, guv. Nothing, it looks like.”

			Ian scanned the room, his gaze coming to rest on the windows. He moved to one, but it was closed, locked, dust on the lock itself. This window hadn’t been opened since autumn.

			No one had come in that way, which meant the intruder had already been in the house.

			Ian moved back to the desk. Curry had tucked his notebooks into the drawers once more, including, Ian was relieved to see, the one that contained his coded writing about the necklace.

			Ian pulled that one out and flipped through it. The coded pages were intact, including the telegraph messages he’d received from the museum. One of the photographs of the necklace, however, was missing.

			“Ah.” Curry stooped and retrieved something from under the desk. “Where does this go, me lord?”

			He held the photograph. Ian relaxed. He studied the picture of the shining necklace before he took it from Curry, slid it into the notebook, and carefully laid the notebook into its drawer.

			“Thank you,” he said sincerely.

			“If a footman did this, I’ll thrash him,” Curry vowed.

			Ian shook his head. “It wasn’t a footman.”

			One of the footmen who was helping Curry clear up, shook his head fervently. “None would dare, sir. His Grace wouldn’t have it.”

			Ian had meant that the footmen in this house were trustworthy, but true, Hart would never stand for theft.

			Ian had different ideas about the identity of the culprit, though he wasn’t certain, and this bothered him. The sooner he found and purchased the blasted necklace and gave it to Beth, the better.

			He slid the drawer closed and locked it with his key, dropping the key into his pocket. Then he sat down at the desk, moved a clean sheet of paper into its exact center, and began to write out a message to Lloyd Fellows.

			

			
				
			

			“Wise of you to ask me for help, young man.”

			Curry faced Jamie and Gavina in the old nursery in Cameron’s wing later that afternoon. He took a notebook from his pocket and held it out to Jamie. “Next time you need to pick locks and search desks, you come to me first. Save us a lot of bother.”
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			Gavina reached for the notebook. “My fault,” she said, her face heating with some chagrin. “I wanted to try my skills.”

			“And skilled you were.” Curry gave her an admiring nod. “If you hadn’t had to run and leave everything a mess, your uncle Ian would have never known. He came in when I was tidying.”

			“Probably wouldn’t have known,” Jamie said.

			He looked a bit embarrassed under Curry’s scrutiny, but fortunately said nothing about Gavina muffing it because she was a girl. She’d have had to punch Jamie, in that case.

			When Jamie had consulted with Curry this morning before breakfast, Curry had expressed great alarm and made Jamie give him back the notebook and photographs Gavina had managed to purloin. Curry agreed to help them, but if Ian found anything missing from his desk, he’d take apart the house until he found it. Then explanations would have to be made and the secret would come out.

			Wiser to let Curry replace the notebook and then retrieve it again, quietly, when Ian was busy at the distillery.

			Next Christmas I will simply buy everyone pretty cards, Gavina thought. But no, though the adventure was proving not to be as easy as she’d hoped, Gavina was so far enjoying it.

			“Now, then, how are you going to read all these notes and make sense of them?” Curry asked. “His lordship likes a good cipher.”

			Gavina had already looked through the codes and found them hopeless but intriguing. She would have to ask Uncle Ian to teach her about them.

			“The telegrams weren’t in code,” Gavina said. “I read those. They said the necklace has disappeared, stolen, most like, but included names.”

			“Of people who might have taken it, you mean?” Jamie asked her. “Or know where it is?” He switched his focus to Curry. “Do you think you can locate it?”

			Curry nodded without worry. “I’ll put me ear to the ground. The chief super don’t hear what I can.” He gave Jamie a shrewd look. “Might be very expensive, though. Why not just let your father buy it for your mum?”

			Jamie lifted his chin. “Because I want to surprise him. And Mother.”

			His eyes flickered, betraying his unease. Gavina thought she understood—Jamie wanted to prove he was as clever as his father. Jamie would never say that, but Gavina knew her cousin well.

			Jamie took his position as the oldest of the young Mackenzie males seriously, but he felt a bit in the shadow of his father and uncles. He wanted to be like the men of the family—fearless, smart, and formidable. People in London moved out of the way when Uncle Hart descended from a carriage or strode through the park, and Jamie, Gavina sensed, envied that power.

			Finding a gift for Aunt Beth before Ian could would make Uncle Ian proud, earn his praise, and even make Ian happy, something Jamie tried to go out of his way to do.

			Watching Jamie, Gavina decided a few things.

			Curry and Jamie spoke awhile longer, then Curry departed to begin his hunt. Gavina lingered, memories of the nursery surrounding her—she and her cousins laughing and playing as children, the room full of noise. Nanny Westlock, now retired, had kept them under control with her wisdom and no-nonsense ways.

			Through it all—their play, quarrels, celebrations, rivalries, friendships—they’d been loved. Their parents had fought through strife, grief, and heartbreak to come together, and they loved their children fiercely.

			We love them back just as fiercely, Gavina realized. Though we might act like ungrateful wretches and not show it. Jamie was trying to give to his father what Uncle Ian and Aunt Beth had given him. It was touching.

			Gavina shook herself. She’d grow positively maudlin if she went on at this rate.

			“Jamie,” she said as he pored over the notes they’d copied out of Ian’s book. “You told my brother and Robbie to point their bums at that camera, didn’t you? So the triggered flash and exposed plate would be explained.”

			Jamie nodded in a matter-of-fact way. “You didn’t want Aunt Eleanor to develop a photograph of you looking pop-eyed and guilty, did you? I exposed the plate you triggered to full light so it would wash out the image, then put another one in the camera and rigged up the flash again. I asked Robbie and Stuart to set it off, to play a trick on the ghost hunters, and smeared the flash powder around to hide everyone’s footprints.” He let out an aggrieved sigh. “I never told them how to pose.”

			“Aunt Eleanor will have them working like dogs the whole holiday because of it.”

			Jamie flashed her a grin. “They’re being punished for acting like hellions. If they’d just made faces or something, they’d have gotten away with it. Their own fault.”

			“I suppose.” The explanation made Gavina feel a tad less guilty. Her brother, Stuart, had a mischievous streak a mile wide. “What do we do now?”

			“Wait for Curry to report. Thank you, Gav. You were right that I needed your help.”

			Gavina tried not to feel pleased. Jamie was a smooth-tongued devil, well she knew, Mackenzie to the core. But it was nice to be appreciated.

			She left him, wrapped up well, and went out to the paddock. Her father, the giant Cameron Mackenzie, swung down from a horse, his man and closest friend, Angelo, taking the reins. Gavina greeted them both but waited until Angelo led the horse away before she launched herself at Cameron.

			“I love you, Papa,” she said, wrapping her arms around him.

			Cameron started then enfolded Gavina in his embrace as she dug her face into the folds of his coat. He smelled of horse and peat smoke, the scents she’d always associated with her father—scents that assured her he was well, and she was protected.

			Cameron’s voice vibrated through her. “I love you too, lass.”

			Gavina squeezed again, then rubbed the tears from her eyes as she kissed him on the cheek. She released him and ran for the house, leaving her father looking grateful if slightly perplexed.

			

			
				
			

			Beth went tiredly to her bedchamber that night, having spent the entire day helping Eleanor with preparations for the coming celebrations. While she loved being with her sisters-in-law, she was happy to escape the frenzy, see her children to bed, and retreat to her own sanctuary.

			She found Ian waiting for her, a kilt draped around his nightshirted body. In the summer, he’d be wrapped in only the kilt, but in the deep Scottish winter, even Ian Mackenzie grew cold.

			He lounged on the cushioned settee at the foot of the bed, his favorite place to sit and read or write in his notebook or simply stare into space and contemplate whatever he’d found important that day.

			Beth took a moment to run her gaze over his long legs, stretched out and crossed at the ankles, black slippers on his large feet. He focused on a point next to the fireplace, his golden eyes still, his hands quiet on his knees.

			Riding, chasing his children, and striding over the rugged Scottish land had kept Ian’s body strong and fit. Where other men at four and forty might be softening toward middle age, Ian was as robust and hard as he’d been at twenty-seven, when Beth had first met him.

			When he heard her step, Ian turned his head and looked at her.

			He had whole worlds inside him, and they shone out through his eyes. No wonder he’d avoided looking directly at anyone when he was younger. Hart Mackenzie could pin a person with his hard stare, but Ian could transfix them for life.

			Ian didn’t rise when Beth entered—he saw no reason to be formal with her. She sank down on the settee beside him, snuggling into his warmth. Ian’s arm went around her, and his lips brushed her hair.

			“Deep thoughts, my love?” she murmured.

			“Mmm.” The rumble of his voice made Beth nestle closer. “Will you tell me, my Beth . . . Why is a photograph of naked buttocks funny?”

			He gazed down at her, a pucker between his brows. He truly wanted to know, had likely been trying to puzzle it out all day.

			“Honestly, I don’t know,” Beth said. “I suppose because it’s unexpected and a bit rude.”

			“I am rude,” Ian said without worry. “That’s what m’brothers and Curry tell me. They don’t laugh—they explain why I’m rude. Or try to.”

			“Not the same thing.” Beth groped for the right words. “It’s naughty, and it’s a shock. I think that’s what brings the laughter. But Stuart and Robbie were really quite bad. We shouldn’t laugh—we should scold them, lest they be tempted to do it again.”

			Ian nodded, as though agreeing with her, but Beth knew the gesture was to make her happy, not an indication he understood.

			“I like when you laugh.” Ian’s voice darkened, his eyes softening with heat. He lifted a blunt finger and touched her lips. “It makes your face glow, and your body shake.”

			“Does it?” Beth lost the thread of the conversation, mesmerized by his gaze, his voice.

			“Aye, love.” Ian cupped her face, drawing her up to him. “Your beauty, it shines in your laughter.”

			“Ian Mackenzie,” she whispered. “That is most poetic.”

			Beth knew Ian didn’t give a damn about being poetic—he never said a thing unless he thoroughly meant it.

			Ian’s kiss parted her lips and filled her with fire. Beth ran her fingers through his thick red-brown hair, and surrendered herself to his magic.

			The settee was soft, the kilt warm. The Scottish winter receded as Ian’s touch, kisses, and body on hers washed everything cold away.

			

			
				
			

			Lloyd Fellows yawned, covering his mouth at the last minute as he sat facing his half brother Ian in Ian’s study the following morning. The room was still dark—the sun rose late at this time of year, and if the sky clouded over, sometimes there was no light at all.

			Ian’s rooms were always cozy, warmed with fires and lamplight. Kilmorgan was too far from any gasworks to have gas laid in, but the kerosene lamps and candles created a soft glow.

			“Took the night train,” Fellows explained as he stifled another yawn. “I never sleep well on trains.”

			“It is the fastest way from London.” Ian didn’t make polite conversation, Fellows knew. He stated a fact.

			“I realize that. But just as I settle in, the train hits a curve or swerves over points and I’m jarred awake again. My wife, on the other hand, sleeps like a baby.”

			Fellows let a smile come as he thought of his wife, Louisa, lying on the opposite bed in the compartment, her eyes closed, face serene. She was as beautiful in sleep as she was in everything she did. Had the space been less cramped and their three children unlikely to pop in at any moment, Fellows would have used the bunks for something more interesting than slumber.

			Ian waited patiently until Fellows had run through this speech. Ian had grown quieter over the years, Fellows observed. He remembered the terrified and furious young man who’d tried to attack him in the Tuileries gardens in Paris, and how Fellows had been convinced that Ian was not only mad but a murderer.

			He was glad now that he’d been proved wrong. Ian was a unique person with a brilliant mind, and Fellows had come to enjoy getting to know him.

			“You have news,” Ian stated.

			Not a guess—Fellows would not have asked for this early meeting after a mostly sleepless night on a train if he had nothing to report.

			“I have found no evidence of any theft at the museum,” Fellows announced, “except the obvious fact that the Roman necklace has vanished.”

			Ian said nothing, eyes unworried.

			Fellows continued. “There is a man called Cornelius Pemberton. He is a scholar, of the sort who has much money, travels everywhere, and takes what he likes. The problem is, he’d prefer to acquire items for his collection without paying the market price.” He lifted his hands. “I have no proof he is responsible. My suspicion comes from long experience, instinct, and knowing far too many villains in both the criminal and upper classes.”

			Ian did not nod, but Fellows watched Ian think it through, processing the information like one of Pascal’s adding machines.

			“As I say, there is no evidence,” Fellows went on. “Pemberton is a thorough villain, but always manages to keep his hands clean. Any person caught thieving for him never gives him up.”

			“He must pay them well.” Ian rose, restless, and paced to the window. On the shelf below it lay a Ming bowl in a case—one was often on display here, switched out every week with another in his priceless collection. Ian understood collection mania, but he always bought his bowls fairly, giving over exactly what they were worth.

			“I assume so,” Fellows said. “We’ve tried to bring him up on charges, but they never stick. Mr. Pemberton has excellent solicitors, and he’d be able to afford the best defense barristers if we ever got him to court.”

			Ian studied the Ming bowl. “You believe he has the necklace.”

			“I’m fairly certain he does. It’s the sort of thing he goes in for—solid gold, ancient, with history attached. Pemberton is also a frequent visitor to that museum. He’d know who was who inside the building, and possibly recruited someone to take it for him. But again, I have no thief to put my hands on, no sighting of the necklace anywhere in Pemberton’s possession, nothing.”

			Ian folded his arms. With his solid stance, the kilt wrapping his hips, he looked like a fierce Highland warrior from the bad old days, like his ancestor, Old Dan Mackenzie, reputed to be a crazed fighter.

			My ancestor too, Fellows reminded himself. Old Dan Mackenzie’s stubborn ferocity is just as much inside me.

			“You would not have come up to Scotland on the night train if you were not certain,” Ian said. “You would have sent another telegraph and traveled at your leisure. You did not want to put your suspicion on paper, but wanted me to know.”

			“Yes.”

			Fellows could dance around it all he liked, but Ian was right. Long habit of saying nothing that couldn’t be proved had kept him from simply telegraphing: Cornelius Pemberton has it.

			Fellows rose and faced Ian. “Now you know. What do you want to do about it?”

			Ian’s brows flicked upward, slight surprise at the question. He’d already made up his mind, Fellows could see.

			“We go see Mr. Pemberton and take it away from him,” Ian said.

			

			
				
			

			Ian traveled to Mr. Pemberton’s large house outside Nottingham in the company of Lloyd Fellows and Megan.

			Ian hadn’t intended to bring Megan. He and Fellows had walked to the station at Kilmorgan Halt the next morning, after Fellows had gotten a good night’s sleep and persuaded his wife he and Ian needed to run this errand.

			It was the twentieth of December. Ian wanted to be back tomorrow, for the night of the solstice, the Longest Night, which he and Beth traditionally spent together. Christmas would follow soon on its heels, and then Hogmanay.

			Ian calculated he’d need a day to travel to Pemberton and wrest the necklace from him, which would put him back in plenty of time for the Mackenzie festivities. Mac was planning games he’d think were uproariously funny, and the cooks had brought in plenty for feasts, but Ian wanted only to immerse himself in his family and absorb their warmth.

			He and Fellows had stepped onto the train when a breathless voice had sounded behind them.

			“Papa! Wait!”

			Ian turned to see his younger daughter rushing through the gate to the platform, the stationmaster in vain trying to stop her. A satchel, strapped around her shoulder, slapped her side as she raced toward Ian.

			The train began to move. Fellows was already in the compartment, Ian just stepping in.

			Ian had only a second or two to ponder. He could wave Megan off and tell her to go home to her mother, shouting at the stationmaster to convey her there safely.

			Or he could take Megan with him, pay the fee on the train, and telegraph Beth at the next station so she wouldn’t worry.

			Ian was heading to confront a villain who got away with his crimes by being wealthy and well connected. It was no place for a child.

			The stricken look on Megan’s face decided things. Ian stretched out an arm to her. “Run!” he called.

			Megan’s sunny smile blossomed. She sprinted for the train, Ian catching her up as it chugged down the platform. He swung her into the carriage, then fell inside himself and slammed the door.

			Fellows was on his feet in surprise and consternation, but he gallantly gestured Megan to a seat. Megan, out of breath, plopped down, beaming at her father and uncle.

			“I’m to be helping you, Papa,” she declared. She patted the satchel at her side. “I’ve found out so very many things.”
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			Chapter 6
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			Mr. Pemberton lived five miles outside Nottingham in a mansion built in what Ian’s brother Cameron called “Bastardized Scottish Jumble.”

			Turrets and crenellations rose around a whitewashed stone house flanked by four round towers. A road snaked to this house through a snow-covered meadow, ending in a stone bridge over a tiny, now-frozen stream. A door built to look like a drawbridge appeared to be the only entrance to the house.

			Ian took in the design and calculated that the house could not be more than thirty years old.

			They’d reached Nottingham after dark and stayed overnight at the station hotel. Megan had been delighted to eat at the restaurant with her father and uncle, and she’d slept in a trundle bed in Ian’s chamber.

			In the morning, the coach Fellows had hired slowed as they crossed the bridge, wheels thumping hollowly over stones. The bridge was solid and well engineered, another modern convenience built to look old.

			Ian descended when the coach halted and handed out his daughter. She had revealed several interesting things about the necklace and its provenance last night.

			The front door was a slab of very old wood, which possibly had been a true drawbridge at one time. It was immense, and a smaller opening had been cut through it to lead into the house.

			A footman admitted them and led them into a hall that was very much in the Scottish baronial style—whitewashed walls and huge beams like the ribs of a ship holding up a dark wooden ceiling.

			From what Ian had pieced together from old drawings and plans, the hall of the original Kilmorgan Castle had looked a bit like this. When Old Malcolm had built the new house, however, he’d left castle architecture well in the past, embracing the most modern materials and designs the mid-eighteenth century had.

			Ian and his party were not expected. Fellows told the footman to announce that Lord Ian Mackenzie and Miss Mackenzie had come to call upon Mr. Pemberton. Ian noticed that Fellows omitted his name and the fact that he was a chief superintendent of Scotland Yard.

			The footman coolly took Ian’s card and ascended the large staircase at the end of the hall, leaving them alone.

			“He’s snooty because you’re Scots,” Fellows said. “Never mind the ‘lord’ tacked to your first name and the fact that his master lives in a pretend Scots castle.”

			Ian hadn’t noticed the footman’s disdain, and he did not much care about it. Megan, likewise, seemed taken with the many antique weapons hanging on the walls, unworried about their reception.

			“That is a rapier from seventeenth-century France,” Megan said, pointing. “From the time of Louis the Thirteenth. That is a broadsword from the fourteenth century, probably from Germany.”

			Fellows studied the swords with interest. “How do you know so much about weapons, young lady?”

			Megan gave him a look of surprise. “Books. I’m very interested in antiques and history, and swords always come up in adventure stories. That is a basket-hilted claymore, and that is a Roman short sword.”

			Ian’s pride soared as he watched thirteen-year-old Megan twist her face into a very adult expression as she rattled off the information. She, like Ian, remembered almost everything she read.

			Megan would be grown up soon. In five years she’d be making her come-out and looking to be married.

			Time. It went by so fast. Before Ian had met Beth, every hour had stretched as though bathed in treacle. Now days were liquid, flowing smoothly along. Nights moved even more swiftly, and were joyful when he was wrapped in Beth.

			The stiff-backed footman returned and told them coolly to follow them upstairs. Ian took Megan’s hand and led her after him. He did not necessarily want to bring Megan into contact with Mr. Pemberton, but still less did he wish to leave her alone in this strange house.

			Ian glanced around in distaste as they ascended. He knew people believed that his zeal about Ming bowls was a part of his madness, but at least he focused on one type of object and displayed them in an orderly fashion.

			This house was a jumble of different bits and pieces from many centuries and countries, from an elephant saddle from India to Meissen porcelain to a shield from fifteenth-century Venice. The clutter of Mr. Pemberton’s collection mania littered every surface, including the floor.

			The footman led them to a double door, which was carved with a scene of medieval soldiers hacking each other to bits. Some wore plaid great kilts, which made Ian cringe. Scotsmen hadn’t begun wearing kilts until the sixteenth century.

			The footman opened the door, which swung back in silence. The room beyond was cavernous. Carpets overlapped one another on the floor, and every space was covered with shelves, cases, and tables with paths around them, rather like a library or museum.

			At the end of this room was a clearer space before a fireplace, a carved mantelpiece taking up an entire wall. Before this sat a group of furniture—a carved bishop’s chair from whatever cathedral had been ransacked surrounded by several modern and comfortable-looking chairs.

			The man who rose from the bishop’s chair was a stranger to Ian. White-haired and upright, he wore a long dressing gown and a fez used as a smoking cap, though he held no pipe or cigar.

			He had visitors, two of them. They sprang up in consternation from the wing chairs and turned to Ian in dismay. Ian knew these two very well—one was Curry, his valet. The other was his son.

			“Dad!” Jamie blurted, then he deflated. “Aye, well, ’twas to be expected, I suppose. Meant to surprise you, sir. But perhaps you can join me in persuading Mr. Pemberton to let go of the piece?”

			

			
				
			

			Jamie breathlessly resumed his seat, his face hot, aware of his father’s scrutiny. He had tried most of his life to please his dad, which was difficult with a father who could outthink him at every turn.

			Ian said nothing, however, only moved to a chair as Pemberton, seemingly pleased that even more people had come to accuse him of theft, waved at them all to sit.

			Jamie kept his face blank, but he clenched his hands. He ought to have known his father was too canny, too quick to figure out what he and Curry had learned—that Mr. Pemberton had hired a man to steal the necklace for him.

			Curry had discovered this by contacting his old friends and asking for gossip. One had admitted that a mutual acquaintance, a chap known as “Old Joe,” had gained employment at a museum, minded his manners for a year, and then purloined a necklace as it was being packaged to send to a French geezer.

			Joe had simply put the package into his pocket and walked out the back door. He’d delivered it to Pemberton, who had arranged for his employment at the museum in the first place, and Pemberton had paid Joe a hundred pounds.

			Jamie had been incredulous. “The bloke handed over a necklace worth tens of thousands of guineas for a hundred quid?”

			Curry had shrugged. “As far as Joe were concerned, it were a bird in the ’and. Better take the ready money than try to sell it on his own. Pieces like that are hard to fence, lad.”

			’Struth, Jamie had said to himself.

			Ian settled into his usual nonchalance as Pemberton surveyed them all in delight. Wasn’t no one more coolheaded than Dad when it came to fencing with other collectors, Jamie thought with some pride. If Ian Mackenzie wanted a thing, he obtained it. Even men like Pemberton were no match for him.

			“Gentlemen. And young lady. Welcome.” Mr. Pemberton sat down again in the bishop’s chair, a little smile hovering around his mouth. That smile worried Jamie more than his father’s steady gaze or Uncle Lloyd scowling as though itching to make an arrest.

			Megan, Jamie’s sweet little sister, watched the scene avidly from Ian’s side. She had a canny way of obtaining vast amounts of information by simply observing.

			Ian studied the Biedermeier chair Pemberton had pointed him to, looking over its green and gold striped seat, thin scrolled back, and delicate arms—probably wondering which stately home in Austria it had been stolen from. After he’d looked it over carefully, Ian sat down, booted feet planted on the floor.

			He said nothing as he glanced at his large, gloved hand resting on the chair’s arm, looked Pemberton in the chest, and then flicked his eyes to Jamie.

			Waiting for Jamie to continue the interrupted conversation. Jamie shivered inside, both in excitement and trepidation.

			He cleared his throat. “Mr. Pemberton. We all know you acquired the Roman necklace—how you did so is immaterial to us. We only wish to purchase it. At a reasonable price.” Jamie darted his father a quick look, but Ian didn’t move. He’d returned his gaze to the V where Pemberton’s dressing gown closed over his stiff white shirt.

			Jamie steepled his fingers, exactly as he’d seen Uncle Hart do, but maintained a slight frown, like Uncle Cameron when he negotiated over the price of a horse.

			“Reasonable to whom?” Pemberton asked in an interested tone.

			“To all concerned,” Jamie answered. “After our transaction, we would have the necklace, and you would have a price and our silence.”

			Pemberton listened with grave attention, then sank back into his wooden seat and chuckled. “My dear young man, are you offering to purchase an artifact you believe stolen in the presence of a chief superintendent of Scotland Yard?” He gave Uncle Lloyd a beatific smile.

			That was exactly what Jamie was doing. Damnation.

			If one of Jamie’s uncles had marched in here and demanded the necklace, it would even now be in the Mackenzies’ possession. Uncle Hart would have coolly told Pemberton to hand the necklace over, and Pemberton would have scrambled to fetch it, apologizing all the way.

			What Dad would do, Jamie wasn’t certain. But he’d never be sitting as Jamie was now, squirming in shame and worry. Jamie was out of his depth, and Pemberton knew it.

			Dad and Uncle Lloyd weren’t coming to his aid. Curry had relapsed into silence as well, an old habit, Jamie knew, when he was around a beak. No matter how close Uncle Lloyd had become to the family, he was still a policeman.

			Into the heavy and awkward silence came the light voice of Megan.

			“We only want the necklace to give to our mum on Hogmanay. Did you know it was made for Empress Pompeia Plotina by an artisan who wanted to impress her? She rewarded him with a villa in Roman Britain, which is where this necklace was found. Only, archaeologists are unconvinced it is the correct necklace. There is speculation that it is a medieval replica, copied from documents left in the jewelers’ home.”

			Pemberton’s assured expression slipped. “Is that so, young lady?” He sounded no less pompous, but Jamie caught a quaver in his voice.

			“Oh yes.” Megan patted her satchel, which was half her size. “I have done ever so much reading. It’s fascinating, really, how the jeweler fell in love with the empress. Though he knew he’d never be with her, he could make her beautiful gifts. But it is now believed the original necklace was lost, possibly buried with its maker, or destroyed by Emperor Trajan in his jealousy.”

			“Or sold by him,” Pemberton said. “The Roman emperors weren’t known for their moderation.” He resumed his superior smile. “Even if the story is true, it makes the necklace no less valuable. Medieval jewels can be just as precious.”

			Megan gave him a frown. “No matter what, it was very bad of you to steal it. What you ought to do is return it to the museum, and then we will purchase it from the man who was supposed to have bought it from them in the first place.”

			Pemberton gazed at her in perplexity, then at Ian, who remained a silent statue. Jamie was flushed with embarrassment, but he couldn’t help admiring Megan.

			“Out of the mouths of babes,” Pemberton said softly.

			He sat up, folding his hands on his lap, his patronizing smile returning. “Alas and alack, my friends. Perhaps before you stormed my little castle and postulated your theories, you should have ascertained whether I still had the necklace. It has indeed been stolen—from me. I no longer have the thing. Not that you will prove I ever had it, so put away the frown that says you’ll drag me off to jail, Chief Superintendent Fellows, there’s a good chap.”
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			Chapter 7
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			Ian sprang to his feet, his patience at an end. “Who does have it?” he demanded.

			Pemberton also rose, slowly, but Ian knew the man wasn’t as calm as he pretended to be. “If I knew that, do you not think I’d have sent someone after him? To drag him back . . . And give him up to the police, of course.” He made a short bow to Fellows.

			Ian scowled. Pemberton was exactly the sort of man he disliked—overly clever and pleased with himself, certain he was smarter than anyone he knew.

			Ian briefly wondered whether Pemberton had encouraged the thief to steal the necklace, knowing inquiries were being made about it. Ian hadn’t exactly hidden his interest.

			“You do know,” Ian said. “Tell me.”

			He noticed Jamie watching the drama closely. The question of why Jamie was here distracted Ian, which made his frustration rise. But he knew that if he crossed the room and shook Pemberton as he wished to, Fellows would stop him.

			Megan remained in her seat, clutching the arms of the chair, another Biedermeier piece, very fine. She said nothing, waiting for Ian to fix the situation.

			He wished he could. Ian had wanted to make the world perfect since the day Jamie had been born. That determination renewed itself when Belle and then Megan had come along. Ian knew he never could make the world right for them, though Beth said she loved him for trying.

			Jamie climbed to his feet. “Please, Mr. Pemberton,” he said with an odd tremor in his voice. “It’s Christmas.”

			Ian began to frown. Jamie had never been sentimental about Christmas before—he saved his revelry for Hogmanay.

			Megan’s lip began to quiver, her blue eyes widening. She said nothing, only clutched her satchel and looked pathetic.

			Out of the corner of his eye, Ian saw Curry grin and turn away.

			Pemberton stared at both children in exasperation. “Oh, very well,” he said with a sigh. “It was taken by, of all people, an archaeologist. I highly suspect so, anyway. The man dug up a Roman barracks near here and found nothing but pots, so I suppose he wanted a bit of gold for his trouble. I noticed my necklace was missing after he’d paid me a visit to view my Roman artifacts. My necklace looks remarkably like one at that museum in London.”

			He let his eyes go wide, pretended innocence.

			“Where is this man now?” Ian asked.

			“Oh, who knows.” Pemberton shrugged. “He was quite upset when he saw my necklace, went on about keeping artifacts in their own countries, returning the Rosetta stone to Egypt, and all that nonsense. I said things were much safer here in jolly old England, and besides, my necklace came from a dig in East Anglia. Or so I’ve been told.”

			Damnation. Had this well-meaning archaeologist already taken the necklace to whatever ruin it had come out of and thrown it back in?

			Ian tried to ask another question, but only a growl came from his throat. Fellows smoothly took over. “The name of the archaeologist?”

			“Richard Magill,” Pemberton answered readily. “Not of the British Museum or anything, or any university I’ve heard of. From whatever dig will employ him, I suspect. I didn’t think much of him.”

			Again, the perfect man to push the necklace onto if Pemberton needed to be rid of it. There were so many objects in this room worth fortunes that Pemberton could stand to lose one gold necklace if it meant keeping himself out of Newgate.

			Ian gave Pemberton a final glare, then he gestured for his children to accompany him and stalked from the room.

			He saw no reason for cordiality or formal leave-taking. They’d cornered a thief and obtained the name of the man who likely had the necklace. Ian had no reason to remain after that.

			He heard Fellows murmuring something to Pemberton and Curry’s voice chiming in, but Ian was no longer interested in Cornelius Pemberton.

			The footman who’d admitted them rushed to open the doors, or tried to. Ian, with his long stride, beat him downstairs to the front door and slapped it open.

			The carriage they’d hired waited. Ian opened its door, lifted Megan in, and waited for Jamie to join them.

			Jamie hung back. “We have our own transport, sir. Curry and me, I mean.”

			“Dismiss it,” Ian rumbled. “Inside, Jamie. Curry,” he called as Curry emerged from the house.

			Curry sighed. “I’ll see to it. Go with your father, lad.”

			“Meet us on the train,” Ian told Curry, and climbed into the coach.

			“Yes, sir. Of course, sir,” Curry said with exaggerated patience. “Shall I also prepare you a large meal and polish your boots at the same time?”

			Ian ignored him and took his seat in the coach, facing Megan, Jamie beside her. Fellows climbed inside and landed next to Ian. Curry slammed the door, made an ironic bow, and hurried off.

			“Damn Pemberton,” Fellows said as the carriage started, his scowl very like the ones Hart could produce. “Er, beg pardon, Megan. But he’s a slippery cove. I want to arrest him for something.”

			“Send your inspectors to ransack the house,” Ian suggested.

			“On what charge? We do have rules—we can’t search a man’s private home for no good reason.”

			“There is plenty of good reason.” Ian met Fellows’s hazel eyes with equanimity. “The Biedermeier chairs in that room came from a villa near Budapest that was robbed of almost everything last year. Hart and I stayed in the villa when he was the guest of a former Hungarian ambassador. I remember the chair because there was a small gouge on the arm in the shape of a bird’s beak. I sat in the same chair just now. If Pemberton doesn’t have a bill of sale from the ambassador, you can nick him.”

			He turned to look out the window as Fellows gave him a sudden and pleased grin, and the carriage swayed onto the road, leaving the false castle behind.

			

			
				
			

			Curry did catch up to them on the train, entering the first-class compartment with a tray of tea and plenty of cakes. Jamie and Megan fell upon the cakes, and Fellows gratefully accepted a cup of tea. Ian took nothing, resting his hands on his knees as he watched Jamie and Megan eat with enthusiasm.

			Curry, who had learned not to wait for Ian’s command either to leave them or join them, sank onto the seat next to Jamie and plucked up a tea cake.

			“Your face, lad,” Curry said cheerfully. “When you said, ‘Please, Mr. Pemberton. It’s Christmas,’ I thought I’d split me sides. You should be in a theatrical, Master Jamie.”

			Jamie grinned. “Megan played her part. She can make her lip tremble on command.”

			“I didn’t lie,” Megan said hotly. “I do want to find the necklace for Mama. Even if it’s medieval, not Roman. It’s pretty.”

			Ian agreed. He didn’t give a damn about the necklace’s provenance, only the delight it would give Beth.

			“What do you want to do now?” Fellows broke in. “Hunt up this archaeologist?” He took a slurp of tea. “That means more messages, more train travel. You can explain to my wife about my constant absence. I doubt it will go well for you.”

			True. While she was a quiet, soft-spoken woman, Louisa Fellows had a backbone of steel.

			“David Fleming,” Ian said. He swept up a cup of tea from the rattling tray.

			Jamie frowned. “Uncle David? Do you think he’ll know where to find the man?”

			Ian already knew why he’d corner David, Hart’s closest and oldest friend, but he’d learned from experience that others wanted to hear everything that went on in his head.

			“Fleming helped excavate a British Roman villa in Shropshire about five years ago, for Dr. Pierson, his friend and mentor,” Ian said.

			Four nods, all rather impatient. But Ian had no way of knowing which part of the explanation they wanted, so he simply related everything.

			“They employed an archaeologist to help them,” Ian continued. “Dr. Howard Gaspar. He might know Mr. Magill or of him. So I will ask Fleming.”

			Fellows gave him a nod. “Sound thinking.”

			Megan took on a dreamy look. “That excavation was where Uncle David met Aunt Sophie.”

			Jamie snorted. “Yes, very romantic. Uncle David told us about falling in the mud and making a huge fool of himself before she’d even look at him.”

			Curry chuckled. “Aye, that’s the way of it, lad. As you’ll find out soon enough.”

			Megan continued to look sentimental, Jamie confused.

			Ian nodded. “A man is always a fool when he falls in love. Your mother has plenty of stories about my idiocy. But you must not let that stop you.”

			“What if the young lady has no use for you at all?” Jamie muttered.

			“Eh?” Curry asked with interest. “Is there already a young lady?”

			“No,” Jamie said quickly, but his face had gone crimson.

			Curry laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. “You’re almost grown, lad. It was bound to happen.”

			Megan licked crumbs from her fingers. “Jamie’s in love with our ghost.”

			“I am not!”

			Jamie sounded ten years old then, winding himself up for an argument with his sisters.

			“He thinks she’s beautiful,” Megan went on serenely.

			Jamie growled. “She’s not even a real woman.”

			“Why did you go to Pemberton?” Ian asked Jamie abruptly. Everyone stared at Ian, as they were apt to when he suddenly changed the subject. But it was important, and Jamie looked horribly embarrassed under his sister’s teasing.

			“Sir?” Jamie asked, eyes widening.

			Ian did not repeat the question, only waited.

			Jamie deflated. “Because I wanted the necklace. I knew you were trying to buy it for Mother, and I wanted to find it first and give it to you both. For Hogmanay.”

			Ian gazed at him in true puzzlement. “Why? Did you think I wouldn’t find it?”

			“No.” Jamie grew flustered. “I just . . . To save you the bother. No . . . Maybe to prove I could find it. I don’t know. I wanted to do something wonderful for you and Mother. To please you.”

			“As a surprise,” Megan put in. “So you’d be happy on Hogmanay.”

			“And, I suppose,” Jamie said in a small voice, “to make you proud of me.”

			Ian was extremely proud of Jamie already, his tall, robust son who had inherited none of Ian’s difficulties. Jamie had a free and easy way about him, coupled with Mackenzie determination, and most people liked him at once.

			Ian loved Jamie with a love he’d not known he possessed. The same went for Belle and Megan, two daughters who shared their mother’s beauty.

			This love had come upon him naturally, out of the blue, when he’d beheld Jamie’s tiny face peeking from the bundle in Beth’s arms sixteen years ago. The love had blossomed again for Belle, and again for frailer Megan, whom they’d worried over the first year or so of her life.

			Both his children watched him now in worry, Megan with eyes of deep blue. Beth’s eyes.

			Ian launched himself from his seat and caught the startled Jamie in a rough embrace.

			Jamie’s return embrace told Ian that no more words needed to be said. Ian pressed his son, his precious son, to his heart.

			They released each other at the same time, Jamie surreptitiously wiping his eyes. Ian then caught Megan for her share of the hugging.

			My lad and lass, Ian thought. There was another lass waiting at home, along with Beth, his light, his love. Can any man be as blessed as I am?

			

			
				
			

			Daniel Mackenzie thought himself equally blessed. He not only had the most beautiful wife a man could find, but that beautiful wife knew her way about a combustion engine.

			She’d also given him a blue-eyed mite called Fleur, now seven years old and hopefully sound asleep in a nap. While Daniel kept Fleur from the more dangerous aspects of his machines, the dear girl could already competently steer a motorcar from the safety of her mother’s lap.

			At the moment, in the snowy yard Daniel had adapted into a space for working on his motorcars, Violet adjusted a nut on the motorized cycle she and Daniel had built, her hand competent on the spanner.

			Daniel had kept a close eye on the motor-bicycles that European manufacturers were creating from regular bicycles. The Peugeot company in France was doing wonderful things with them, but Violet had proposed they build their own and improve on the design.

			Thus, the Mackenzie prototype was born. The cycle had thick tires, a hard steel body, a bicycle-like steering bar, and a belt drive adapted from Daniel’s motorcar constructions.

			“That should do it,” Violet said, lifting her spanner away. The engine had rattled ominously and the cycle had refused to slide into gear on their first try this morning. “Flywheel was canted.”

			“Well then, my lady.” Daniel patted the seat. “Your steed awaits.”

			He knew Violet would never politely beg off and tell Daniel to be the first to ride the cycle. She grinned at him, tossed aside the spanner, and swung her leg over the seat.

			“Mount up,” she said. “And hang on.”

			“If we’re too banged up for supper, Aunt Eleanor will not be pleased,” Daniel said as he scrambled aboard behind her.

			“I’ll be careful, fusspot.” Violet pulled her leather helmet over her head and adjusted her goggles. Daniel did the same, never failing to think how adorable Violet looked in her riding gear. “Off we go.”

			The cycle’s back wheel slid in the mud as the vehicle leapt forward. Daniel clutched Violet—not a bad handhold—as she swung them through the open gate, held by a grinning stable boy.

			The cycle didn’t have much power, but with the engine rumbling beneath him, the wheel churning up earth, and the ground gliding by so close to his feet, Daniel swore they were flying.

			Kilmorgan was crisscrossed with tracks and riding paths, kept debris-free so the many Mackenzies could walk, ride, or bicycle without mishap. Violet took advantage of these paths to zoom the cycle across the snow-covered park and out onto the road.

			The cycle jounced and bumped, roared and belched. Daniel saw many days of fine-tuning ahead, but he didn’t mind. Violet would be working alongside him, her slender hands affixing a nut or splicing a wire.

			Afterward they could hurry to the house to bathe, perhaps sponge each other off in the privacy of their suite . . .

			Daniel emerged from this heady fantasy to find Violet turning the cycle to a narrower, winding road that led straight into the hills.

			“Not sure the wheels will take it!” he bellowed into her ear.

			Violet must not have heard him, because she leaned over the handlebars and urged the vehicle into more speed. The cycle slipped and slid, the road climbing to dizzying heights.

			On the one hand, Daniel was elated. A cycle could go where a motorcar or a carriage, or even a bicycle, could not—the freedom was amazing.

			On the other, it was downright terrifying. The cycle wove close to the edge of the path, from which tumbled a razor-steep drop. This lane was accessible only by horseback, and farther on, had to be traversed by foot.

			The short winter day was ending. Darkness would soon enshroud them, and the cycle was not yet equipped with lamps.

			“Darling,” Daniel said into her ear. “Vi, love.”

			Violet braked, skidding them sideways before the cycle halted inches from the precipice. She yanked up her goggles.

			Instead of answering, Violet pointed to the heights above them. “Whatever is that?”

			Daniel sighted along her gloved finger. This path led to a high clifftop, where Daniel’s grandfather had built a picturesque ruin, back in the days when such things were the rage.

			A light flickered on the clifftop. The beam moved to and fro, a ghostly signal in the gathering gloom.

			“Uncle Mac likes to paint up there,” Daniel said over the rumble of the cycle. “He’s daft like that. Aunt Isabella might have met him for a liaison, away from the crowded household.”

			“On a dark December afternoon?” Violet glanced back at him, eyes glinting. “Isabella would never let herself freeze like that.”

			“Trespassers, then,” Daniel said. “Perhaps we should offer them shelter.”

			“Or our ghost.”

			Daniel had already considered that, but he liked more earthly explanations. “Maybe. Shall we find out?”

			“I intend to.” Violet set her goggles in place with a determined jerk.

			“Wait, love—do ye think the cycle can make the . . . Oop!” Daniel yelped as the cycle bounced forward hard, nearly unseating him.

			Daniel clung to his wife as she ascended the path. Violet was a fearless driver, which was why Daniel’s cars won the time trials in France every year. He’d long ago learned to let her take the wheel, and then to close his eyes and hang on.

			In the end, the cycle proved it could not make it to the top. Violet halted when a slab of rock rose like a stair step on the far side of a bend. From here, they’d have to continue on foot.

			They dismounted and Violet stopped the engine and laid down the cycle. Daniel hoped, as they made their way upward in the dying light, that they’d be able to start it again.

			They climbed in silence, both knowing the way from scrambling up and down this hill for the last eight years, in all weathers. As the pillars of the folly came into view, the false ruin eerie in the winter twilight, Daniel stopped and tugged Violet to his side.

			“I know you’re courageous, love, but we don’t know who’s here,” he said. “A desperate man, armed? Or a sad, lost traveler? Let me go first.”

			Violet hesitated, as though she’d argue, then she nodded and stepped aside so Daniel could lead.

			The folly was a square stone building laden with ivy and moss. From its porch, on a clear day, a viewer could see misty hills, sharp mountains, and the sea.

			A lantern lay on its side at the foot of the lowest step. The candle still flickered inside as Daniel set it upright.

			“Someone has been living here,” Violet said.

			She stood in the doorway that led into the folly. The interior consisted of one wide room, where Mac came to paint, or Eleanor and Hart sometimes fled to for privacy.

			But Aunt Eleanor, though raised in brutal Scottish winters, drew the line at frolicking with Uncle Hart outside in the dead of December. Daniel also doubted Eleanor would leave behind a pile of blankets and the remains of a loaf of bread and bottle of wine.

			Daniel lifted the bottle, examining it by the lantern’s light. “From Uncle Hart’s cellar.”

			Violet gazed about in excitement. “So she was in the house. Probably went to steal more food or blankets when Mac nearly caught her.”

			“You think the lady in white and whoever is staying here are one and the same?” Daniel swept his light over the blankets, food basket, and a camp chair that reposed in the corner.

			“I do, indeed,” Violet said. “No male vagrant would be this neat—not that I believe she is a vagrant. No tattered belongings, no odor of unwashed body. She took what she needed from us and nothing more.”

			“Including a bottle of Hart’s very expensive French wine.” Daniel hefted it, noting that half the contents were still present.

			“What else could she drink to keep herself warm?” Violet asked. “She is using a glass.” She pointed to a crystal goblet that had been placed neatly on a square of cloth next to the bread. “And partaking of it slowly.”

			“Hmm.” Daniel set the bottle down. “We must have frightened her off with the cycle. I will have to make the engine quieter.”

			Violet turned to him, her smile wide with triumph. “I do believe we’ve found our ghost.”

			“And lost her again.” Daniel gestured at the empty folly.

			“Not necessarily. I can guess where she’s gone. I believe we need to ask Eleanor to present the newly hired housemaid to Mac, and then find out why she’s been wiling her way into Kilmorgan.”

			Daniel agreed. Violet continued to smile at him, her face so beautiful, her adventurous yet warm nature shining out, that he could not help taking her into his arms and kissing her.
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			That evening, Eleanor asked the housekeeper to send the new housemaid to her sitting room.

			“Do not alarm her,” Eleanor told the housekeeper. “Simply state that I wish to ask her a question—I have no complaint with her work.”

			The maid arrived at seven o’clock as instructed. Mac was there with Isabella, ostensibly having tea, with Jamie, who’d returned not an hour ago with Ian, stuffing himself with scones.

			The maid was a pleasant-looking young woman with red hair and a freckled face, her smile ready but not insolent. Her family had recently moved into a cottage in the village, the maid taking employment here to help her mother and father.

			She curtsied as she entered. “You sent for me, Your Grace?”

			“Yes, indeed. Lachina, isn’t it?”

			The maid curtsied again. “Yes, Your Grace.” She looked grateful Eleanor hadn’t made her take a generic name like Mary or Jane as many employers did.

			Mac and Jamie stared at the young woman, but neither clutched their hair or shouted, That’s her! They looked, if anything, puzzled.

			Eleanor kept her voice kind. “I only wanted to tell you that I am pleased with your work. After the holidays, I will speak with you about keeping you on permanently. That is, if you’d like.”

			Another curtsy, the young lady flushing. “Yes, Your Grace. I would like that very much.”

			“Good, good. Well, run along. Mrs. Mayhew will no doubt be put out with me for interrupting your schedule.”

			Lachina dimpled with good-natured acquiescence. “Yes, Your Grace. Good evening.” She spun on her heel and breezed away, pinafore strings flying.

			Eleanor shut the door once Lachina had gone. “Well?”

			Jamie was already shaking his head, and Mac joined him. “Not her,” Mac said. “Similar coloring, but not the lady I saw in the attic. Or in the hall the other morning.”

			“Agreed,” Jamie said. “The maid we saw was different. More . . .”

			“Ethereal,” Mac said.

			“I suppose,” Jamie supplied, sounding disappointed.

			Isabella sipped tea serenely. “Maybe it really was a ghost. That would be far more interesting, wouldn’t it?”

			“Daniel and Violet were most positive a true human being was sleeping in the folly,” Eleanor pointed out.

			“Perhaps,” Isabella said. “But that does not necessarily mean the ghost Mac and Jamie saw and the visitor to the folly are the same person.”

			“True,” Eleanor had to concede. She sat down and poured herself a fresh cup of tea. “Well, we shall just have to find out who is using the folly. I can rig up a camera there—if we can all keep our mischievous sons from it.”

			Jamie grunted. “Daniel and Vi probably scared away whoever it was. We’ll never solve this.”

			He’d been downcast since they’d returned from Nottinghamshire. Eleanor had not pried about the errand—everyone needed secrets at Yuletide—but the journey seemed to have been an unsuccessful one.

			“Nonsense, Jamie. You help me with the camera, and I guarantee, we’ll have our ghost by Christmas. Whoever it is can join us for Hogmanay and help us welcome in the first-footer.”

			Eleanor lifted her cup, hoping to salve the disappointment, but Jamie remained morose, Mac frowning in deep thought.

			

			
				
			

			“He’s here,” David Fleming said as he abruptly entered Ian’s Ming room two days after the solstice. “You can cease sending me blasted telegrams.”

			Ian and Megan had been going over Ian’s collection, deciding which bowls would be taken to their own house when they traveled there after Hogmanay. Ian liked to switch out a half dozen to admire at home, a different six every time.

			Ian quickly closed the case he’d opened, and Megan slammed the logbook, leaping to her feet.

			Once an avowed bachelor and the man Hart had recruited to do his dirtiest deeds, David now had a beautiful wife and a four-year-old son who was perpetually determined to climb him like a tree. Wife and son were not with him at the moment, but neither was an archaeologist lurking behind him.

			Ian had sent David the first message from the station in Nottingham, not a quarter of an hour after they’d left Pemberton’s, and subsequent ones all the way to Scotland. Once he’d reached home, he’d spent a memorable night in Beth’s arms—their traditional celebration of the solstice—and resumed telegraphing the next morning.

			David had soon replied that he’d heard of Magill, who was a colleague of Dr. Gaspar, a man who’d worked on Pierson’s dig. Magill wasn’t thought much of in archaeologists’ circles, David warned.

			No matter. Ian had telegraphed back: Bring him to Kilmorgan.

			Now, Ian swept past David and strode from the room, Megan following. David, with a noise of exasperation, came behind.

			The man who must be Mr. Magill waited in the lower hall. He gazed in fascination at the soaring walls and the immense staircase covered with footmen hanging garlands and ribbons.

			Beth was there, welcoming Magill to Kilmorgan.

			No. Ian raced down the stairs and halted next to her. “My Beth,” he said. “David will see to him.”

			Beth gave him a little sideways look, then went back to her conversation with Magill. “An archaeologist, you say, Mr. Magill? That is quite fascinating. I look forward to speaking with you about it. Our housekeeper will show you to your chamber, where you can refresh yourself.”

			“How kind.” Magill bowed to Beth, a somewhat fatuous smile on his face. He was a portly man with a white beard and puffy side whiskers, dressed in a thick coat as though prepared to face a winter storm. “I admit, I did not know what to expect from Highlanders.”

			Beth kept her smile fixed. “If you need anything, you must only ring.”

			Ian regarded the man stonily. He could not demand that Magill hand over the necklace while Beth stood next to him, and he worried that the man would start blurting out questions about it.

			“Come with me to my Ming room,” Ian said to him abruptly. “I will show you my collection.”

			Beth gave Ian a gentle look. “Poor Mr. Magill has traveled all the way from London, he has told me. Let him at least sit down for a moment.”

			Ian preferred to shake Magill upside down until the necklace fell from his pockets. “When you are rested, come to the Ming room. Ask a footman the way.”

			Beth sent Magill a hapless smile, but at least Mrs. Mayhew took him in hand and led him away before Beth could ask him more questions.

			Beth then turned to Ian, as though to begin an interrogation, but Ian quickly ran back up the stairs.

			“Mama’s going to guess,” Megan whispered as she hurried after him.

			“We must keep her away,” he said. “Can you do that?”

			Megan flashed him a grin. “I will do my best.” She threw her arms around her father in an impulsive hug.

			For a moment, as Ian drew Megan into his embrace, he forgot all about Magill and the necklace, the long journey to visit the sneering Pemberton, and his worries that Beth would discover the secret.

			He only knew the love of his daughter, and astonishment that he’d been given such a gift.

			Ian’s eyes were wet when Megan drew away. She gave him a quick kiss on the cheek and then ran off, unaware of how much she touched her father’s heart.

			

			
				
			

			Because David tried to persuade her not to, Beth decided to accompany Mr. Magill to the Ming room a half hour later. Mr. Magill was eager to see the antiquities, not minding at all that he’d barely taken time to remove his coat and wash the train’s soot from his face.

			David met them on the first-floor landing and did his best to suggest that Beth show his wife, Sophie, around Hart’s great house.

			Sophie had already seen Hart’s great house, when she’d first married David. Beth watched David narrowly—Mr. Magill was an unlikely friend for him, and there was little reason he’d insisted on bringing the man to Kilmorgan. David Fleming was up to something, and usually that meant no good.

			David finally gave up dissuading her and simply led the way across the house.

			“We’re not alone,” David said to Ian as they entered.

			Ian stood impatiently in the center of the carpet, his annoyance when he saw Beth plain.

			David and Ian had brought Mr. Magill to Kilmorgan for a covert purpose, Beth surmised, and that purpose was not benign, at least not for Mr. Magill. The two regarded him exactly as hunters might a bear they’d lured into a trap.

			“Ian,” Beth said. “Please tell me why Mr. Magill is here.”

			Ian only looked at her, and Beth knew she would learn nothing from him. Ian had difficulty with lies, which he got around by saying nothing at all.

			David took on his smooth look, the exact one he assumed when trying to butter up one of Hart’s political opponents.

			“Do not try your charms on me, David,” she said severely. “I believe I will remain for your conference, whatever it is about.”

			“Dear lady.” Mr. Magill turned an excited face to her. “I was summoned to speak about Roman antiquities, on which I am an expert.”

			“Are you?” Beth looked him up and down. Mr. Magill was the soft sort of Englishman who looked as though he had much fondness for port and ale and summoned others to do anything difficult for him. “We do not have Roman antiquities at Kilmorgan.”

			This did not seem to bother Mr. Magill. “I am honored to have been asked to share my knowledge with such a man as Lord Ian Mackenzie. He is highly regarded as the foremost expert in Ming pottery.”

			“He is indeed.” Beth folded her arms. “Why, I wonder, do my husband and Mr. Fleming wish to ask you about antiquities?”

			David broke in. “For his expertise, of course.” He softened his voice, a sure sign he was changing tactics. “Do you know, little Lucas talked of nothing the entire journey but seeing his Auntie Beth again. He is up in the nursery, probably already getting into mischief.”

			“Surrounded by Mackenzie children who are already smitten with him,” Beth returned. “Do not try to shunt me aside, David. I am not leaving.”

			David gave her a resigned look. “Ah, the stubbornness of the female of the species.”

			“Indeed,” Mr. Magill said. “But why should she not remain if she is Lord Ian’s confidante? What pieces did you wish me to assess, my lord?” He turned to Ian in anticipation.

			Ian took a paper from his coat, stepped between Beth and Mr. Magill, and unfolded the page. As Ian’s body was in the way, Beth could not see what was on it, but Mr. Magill’s eyes widened.

			The archaeologist’s pink face drained of color, and panic entered his eyes. He stared at the paper for a moment, lips parting, and then he tried to run.
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			David tackled him. Mr. Magill yelped as he went down and struggled to free himself, but David was far too strong.

			Ian reached down and yanked Magill to his feet.

			As he did so, the paper he’d held fluttered to the floor. Beth immediately picked it up.

			It was a pencil drawing, in detailed color, of a necklace. Fine gold links held droplets of blue and emerald, the setting beautiful and appearing ancient.

			“Ian?”

			“Damnation.” Ian tried to hold Magill and reach for the paper at the same time, and it was David who plucked the sheet from Beth’s grasp.

			“I am trying to buy this piece,” David said smoothly. “Mr. Magill knows where I can obtain it. That is what Mr. Pemberton told us.”

			Ian’s mouth was set in a grim line, and Magill only spluttered.

			Beth gave David a glare. “Cease your lies, please, and tell me what is going on.”

			David heaved a sigh. “Nothing for it, Ian. Your wife, if it is possible, seems to be even more stubborn than mine.” He turned to Beth. “It was meant as a surprise for you. But it is proving to be more trouble than it’s worth.”

			“Shut your gob, Fleming,” Ian growled.

			“For heaven’s sake, the pair of you.” Beth took the drawing from David. “This is a Christmas gift for me?” Her heart softened. “Oh, Ian.”

			“Hogmanay,” Ian said. “Not Christmas.”

			“It is quite beautiful.” Beth touched the paper, the glory of the necklace incredible. “But I hardly need such a thing. You’ve already given me plenty.” She looked up to see Magill’s worried gaze on the drawing. “And you both must tell my why this necklace upsets Mr. Magill so much.”

			“He stole it,” Ian rumbled. “It was already stolen, I mean, but Magill took it again. I want him to tell me where it is.”

			“Good heavens.” Beth stared at the picture, then at the three men. Ian was adamant, Magill terrified, David hovering between amusement and shame.

			“This man is a thief?” Beth asked, assessing Mr. Magill once more. “He hardly looks like a criminal.”

			“I am not!” Magill protested. “Dear lady, you are correct. I am no villain.”

			“Yet you took this piece from Pemberton,” David said. “So Ian tells me. Popped it in a box and absconded. The look on your face screams your guilt.”

			“Of course I took it from Pemberton!” Magill shouted. “The man is a philistine. This piece was taken illegally from a dig, dropped in a museum far from its home, and sold off to the first collector who bid for it. And then Pemberton sends in a wily thief to bring it to him. The necklace belongs to none of them.” Magill drew himself up. “It should go to a museum in East Anglia, properly labeled as to where it came from and when. It is invaluable for the information it provides, a window to the past. But collectors care nothing for that. They only want a pretty trinket to put on a shelf, or in this case, to hang around a wife’s neck.” His face went still more red. “Begging your pardon, your ladyship.”

			“Brave words from a thief,” David began.

			Beth held up her hand. “No, no, he makes a good point. Mr. Magill, please enjoy our hospitality. There is a bad storm coming, and you will likely be here over Christmas. Being snowed in at Kilmorgan is no terrible thing, I assure you. I will be interested in conversing with you. I am so fascinated by archaeology.”

			She felt Ian’s grim stare on her, but he did not contradict her. Ian had long ago learned to let Beth handle people and confusing situations, while he dealt with things.

			“David,” Beth continued, “will you please show Mr. Magill the house? The duke has many fine paintings and sculptures to enjoy—all purchased legitimately, I assure you.”

			David did not trust the man, Beth could see, but David knew when it was time to make an exit. He gave Beth a gallant bow.

			“Of course, my lady. Mr. Magill, wonders await you.”

			Mr. Magill, who had wound himself up to defend his actions, looked a little bewildered. He allowed David to usher him out, babbling thanks to Beth and continuing to protest his innocence. David winked at Beth as he closed the door behind him.

			Beth knew Ian would explode the moment they were alone, and she held up her hand to forestall him. “David dragged the poor man here in the middle of darkest winter. The least we can do is give him a meal and a bed.”

			Ian started for the door, but halted before he reached it. “We must take the necklace from him. David doesn’t believe him, and David is usually right.”

			“Perhaps, but we can argue about it later. A heavy snow is coming, and it’s Christmas. I agree with Mr. Magill’s sentiment anyway—something this beautiful should be given back to the museum from which it came, put on display to anyone interested.”

			Ian turned, his golden eyes filled with the intense light she’d come to love. “I wanted it for you, my Beth.” He moved to her, one solid step at a time, until he stood before her, tall and hard-bodied, his kilt brushing her gown. “It will look beautiful on you.” He traced her bodice over her collarbone, where the necklace would lie.

			Beth’s heart beat faster as Ian’s touch ignited all kinds of fires inside her. “It is a kind thought, Ian, but I’d be just as happy to see it displayed in a case along with other antiquities.”

			“The museum couldn’t afford it.” Ian’s voice softened, his gaze following his fingers. “That is why they sold it.”

			“I believe you.” Beth’s thoughts began to scatter as Ian moved still closer. “I have it—we can give the museum an endowment to keep this necklace and all the things found with it. They can call it the Ian Mackenzie Collection.”

			Ian leaned to her, his warmth as enticing as the desire in his eyes. “The Beth Mackenzie Collection.”

			Beth’s heart fluttered. “Would a museum put a woman’s name on an archaeological collection?” She asked it half in jest, not really caring at the moment.

			“They will if they want the endowment.”

			“Mmm.” Beth laced her arms around her husband’s neck. “Perhaps we could speak of this later.”

			“Aye,” Ian whispered. His lips went to her neck, her mouth, his kisses heated.

			The carpet in the Ming room was very soft, as Beth had come to know. It cradled her now as Ian took her down to it, his eyes a golden light in the gathering darkness.

			

			
				
			

			Snow stung the windows of David Fleming’s suite of rooms, the usual ones he was given when he stayed at Kilmorgan. So many years he’d been coming here, he thought as he opened the door to warmth. But the last five had been far different.

			The reason was the lovely dark-haired woman with green eyes who turned as he entered.

			Sophie Tierney, now Sophie Fleming, had saved David’s life. The day he’d opened his eyes in a hungover stupor and seen her measuring gaze, he’d been reborn.

			Sophie touched a finger to her lips as David entered, gesturing to the door that led from sitting room to bedroom. “I finally persuaded him to nap,” she said softly, and let out a relieved sigh. “I should not wonder at his persistence. Lucas is your son.”

			“And yours.” David came to Sophie, touched her cheek, and brushed a kiss to her lips. “Stubborn as his mother.”

			Sophie widened her eyes. “Good heavens, then we are both doomed.”

			“We are indeed.” David kissed her again, the taste of her filling his soul. “Magill was almost as stubborn. I had to lead him all over the house up and down before he finally grew tired and adjourned to his bedchamber. Wore myself to the bone.”

			David had a good idea how he’d like to take his rest from his labors, and kissed Sophie again. He slid his hand beneath her hair and let the kiss turn deep.

			Sophie rested her hands on David’s chest. “Love?” she whispered. “You did find out what Mr. Magill did with the necklace, didn’t you?”

			David brushed the corner of her mouth, letting her green eyes fill his vision. “We’ll let him sleep the sleep of the just for now and pry it out of him tomorrow. It turns out that his motives are pure if his methods are questionable. Beth will let him return it to the museum and be a hero.”

			At the moment, David was more interested in Sophie’s taste, her heat, and the empty bedchamber through the door opposite the one their son lay behind.

			“Oh dear.” Sophie pushed at his chest, and David straightened, his need turning to trepidation.

			“‘Oh dear’ what?”

			“Did you not speak with Uncle Lucas about Mr. Magill? I thought he told you all about him.”

			“We sent telegrams. I did not have time to travel to see your uncle’s estimable self.”

			When Ian had demanded David’s help, David had contacted Dr. Pierson, his mentor and uncle of the beautiful woman in his arms. Pierson had known Magill and told David where to put his hands on him.

			Magill hadn’t proved a very practiced criminal. He’d been exactly where Pierson had said he’d be—in the Reading Room of the British Museum.

			Sophie had been busy preparing for the journey here, which included quite a lot of shopping. The overnight train, during which they mostly made certain young Lucas did not open every door including one into the foggy darkness, did not leave them much time to chat.

			Magill had shut himself into his compartment and slept. David had made sure he did not come out during the journey, which again, had not left him time to be with his wife.

			Now David was weary, snappish, and ready to curl up around her in bed.

			Sophie eyed him with uneasiness. “I was certain Uncle Lucas would have told you. Mr. Magill has done this sort of thing before. ‘Rescued’ antiquities from ruthless collectors, I mean.”

			“Indeed. He seems adamant.” David’s foreboding rose. “But you look very worried, which worries me, because you are no fool.”

			Sophie drew a breath. “He rescues the things, yes, proclaiming that he is saving them for research and for the public to enjoy. And often he does. Other times . . .”

			“Other times? My love, you are filling me with dread. Pray, douse me with the horrible news at once.”

			“The things disappear, and Mr. Magill seems to be flush with money. He has quite a lot, you see, and then suddenly has nothing at all. Uncle Lucas believes he bets on the horse races, but isn’t certain. He’s asked him, but Magill always has an evasive answer.”

			David groaned. “You mean our virtuous archaeologist lifts a few choice antiquities and sells them to pay off his gambling debts? Scheming little toad. I didn’t quite believe him when he came all over pious to Beth.”

			“He doesn’t sell them all the time,” Sophie said. “Many of the things he takes from collectors he really does give to museums. That is why I say we need to find the necklace and lock it up if he has it with him. In case.”

			Snow slapped at the windows, and a glance that way showed David that the panes were white, with little visible in the stygian darkness of late afternoon beyond.

			This chamber was cozy and warm, a fire crackling. David’s son slept in peace, and Sophie was soft against him.

			“The man is going nowhere in this gale, love,” David said, leaning down to nip her earlobe. “I will procure the necklace from him in the morning. I’ll go through his bags if I have to.”

			Sophie looked indecisive, but she nodded. “He did look exhausted. As do you.” She traced his cheek.

			David’s thoughts fled at her touch, at least the ones that weren’t decadent. “Is our bedchamber as warm as this one?” he murmured as he pressed a kiss to her temple, inhaling her scent.

			“I believe so.”

			“Then let us adjourn to our bower, my love.”

			Sophie’s answering smile made his heart turn over, and as always filled him with astonishment that he was actually married to her.

			David clasped her hands, pressed a long kiss to her lips, and allowed her to lead him to their empty chamber, and so to bed.

			

			
				
			

			That night in Jamie’s bedchamber, Gavina and Jamie regaled Gavina’s cousin Andrew McBride with the story of the ghost and the hunt for the necklace—Jamie including all the pranks he and his cousins had played on the ghost hunters.

			Andrew laughed with enjoyment. Gavina was a bit smug that Andrew, quite grown-up and at university, conceded that the “children” had a good story to tell. He clapped Jamie on the back, and said he was sorry he’d missed the excitement.

			They sat in a circle of lamplight. A fire flickered at one end of the chamber, and the shadows outside the reach of the candlelight were deep.

			“We still haven’t found the ghost,” Gavina said. “Daniel and Violet looked over the camp at the folly, but she didn’t return.” She glanced at the window, which shook from the wind, and shivered. “I hope whoever it is isn’t out in this.”

			“I don’t think she is, lass.” Jamie’s voice became hushed.

			Andrew, who sat facing the fire, drew a sharp breath, and Gavina swung around to see what had startled them.

			In the corner near the fireplace, a woman in a white dress floated. Uncle Mac had been right about her having no hands or feet, because none showed as she hovered there, the gossamer white of her gown fluttering in a sudden draft.

			Jamie and Andrew sat transfixed. They looked like gaping fish, Gavina thought.

			It could not be a ghost, she told herself. Whoever had been living in the folly was flesh and blood, needing food, drink, and blankets.

			Gavina sprang to her feet. The draft, she realized, came from the panel that had opened near the fireplace.

			The woman’s eyes widened as Gavina ran at her, pools of black that resolved into the eyes of a living, breathing woman. Her feet were covered by folds of her sweeping skirt, her hands by black gloves and the too-long sleeves of her gown.

			Gavina seized her. Warm limbs moved under her grasp, and Gavina’s elation soared. She’d been right. She’d been right.

			The young woman had a lovely oval face and a quantity of red hair that tumbled from beneath a battered hat. She collapsed into Gavina, her lips pale with cold.

			“Please, you must help,” she declared in a flat accent Gavina couldn’t place. “He’ll die out there. You must help him.”

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			Chapter 10

			
				[image: ]
			

			Mac Mackenzie responded to the pounding on the studio door with ill grace. He did not often have a chance to paint these days, what with Eleanor recruiting him to help with her mad decorating or to make certain the younger children did not destroy said decorations or themselves.

			Isabella, reposing on the chaise in diaphanous draperies, quickly snatched up her dressing gown.

			Mac hadn’t had much time to enjoy her either. He yanked open the door, his paintbrush dripping on the scrubbed floor.

			When he saw what awaited him, he took a few steps back, nearly slipping on the paint.

			The ghost stood before him. At least—the ghost transformed into a frightened-looking young woman with a dust-streaked face and wide hazel eyes. She was flanked by Jamie, Gavina, and Andrew McBride.

			“Uncle Mac,” Jamie said breathlessly. “You’re the only one awake.”

			“I already wish I weren’t. What the devil?”

			Isabella was next to Mac in an instant, gazing at the young woman with great interest. “Good heavens. Is this your ghost?”

			“Yes,” Mac and Jamie answered at the same time.

			“Her name is Magdala,” Gavina said swiftly. “But we’ll tell you about her later. She says the archaeologist fellow has run off into the night, straight into the storm.”

			“With Mum’s necklace!” Jamie said in anguish.

			The wind echoed Jamie’s wail. Mac had barely met the little bearded fellow David had brought with him before he’d been whisked away to Ian. Mac wasn’t quite certain why the man was here—to consult with Ian about Ming whatnots, Mac had assumed.

			“He rushed out in this?” Mac demanded as the wind continued shrieking and snow battered the panes behind him. “Where does he hope to go? The train doesn’t run until morning even on the sunniest days.”

			“If he’s unfamiliar with Scotland, he might not know this,” Isabella said. “We’d better go after him.”

			Mac’s attention remained on the young woman hovering behind Jamie and Gavina. “What the devil were you doing, rushing around up here in the dark? What were you doing in the house at all?”

			“Perhaps we should interrogate her later, Mac,” Isabella said sliding her hand to his arm.

			“I don’t think the man will last long in this weather,” Magdala said. Her accent was curious—flat but with a bit of a lilt and a full stop of consonants. Almost Irish, but that wasn’t quite right.

			Mac snapped from his speculations to the present. Anyone outside right now would freeze to death.

			“You are right, love,” Mac said. “Jamie, wake Bellamy and have him rouse the house. Once we find Magill and drag him home safe and sound, we will all have a long talk.”

			

			
				
			

			Ian pulled on his greatcoat, readying himself with Daniel, his brothers, and Mackenzie retainers to rush into a storm to save a thief.

			The men arrayed around him looked grim. Storms in the Highlands were no joke. A man could die quickly if he did not know how to find shelter, or he could blunder into the loch or off a cliff.

			The ladies hovered nearby, ready to shove their menfolk outside to rescue a complete stranger. Beth helped Ian button his coat and don thick gloves. Though Ian did not need the help, he didn’t mind Beth’s touch, or her whispered, “Be careful.”

			He kissed her, absorbing her warmth. He’d go out, find Magill, bring him home and lock him in his chamber, and then take Beth to bed, where he’d been lying in great contentment before Curry had banged on the door.

			Curry elected to stay behind to coordinate a wider search if needed. Violet, on the other hand, bundled up to accompany Daniel. She donned her helmet as she argued with Daniel as to who would drive the motorized cycle.

			Ian kissed Beth once more. He wanted nothing more than to return to their chamber with her, but he had no intention of leaving Magill to die in the storm.

			“You know I am a much better rider,” Violet continued, though Ian sensed she’d already won the argument. “You can keep a lookout.”

			Daniel heaved an aggrieved sigh and prepared to follow her out, but Ian put a hand on Daniel’s shoulder. “Let me ride with Violet.”

			Daniel stared at him, perplexed. “Are you sure, Uncle? The cycle isn’t the most stable of vehicles.”

			“I know where to look for Magill,” Ian said. “And Violet knows how to drive the cycle better than anyone.”

			Violet was already fastening her goggles. “Give him your helmet, Daniel.”

			Daniel thrust it at Ian, resigned. “If ye come to grief, Uncle Ian, I’m fleeing to the Continent and not breaking the news to Aunt Beth.”

			Ian mounted the cycle. He managed to slide the leather helmet over his head and adjust the goggles before Daniel cranked the engine to life. Violet, already aboard, played with the throttle, the engine sputtering and coughing in the cold.

			“Ready, Uncle Ian?” Violet shouted.

			Ian was not at all, but he clutched Violet around the waist as the cycle leapt forward and bumped down the track toward the woods.

			The cycle could not go as fast as Daniel’s best motorcar or even a running horse, but it was much more maneuverable than the motorcars, Ian could see. Violet turned it sharply and rode up a hill, snow slapping their faces. Ian was uncomfortable in the close-fitting helmet and the goggles that squeezed his head, but he saw the sense in them.

			The roads through and around Kilmorgan had been flattened and in some places paved with stones, instigated by Daniel so he could run his motorcars around the estate and down to the village. The road Violet took, however, bumped and jounced, jarring Ian’s bones.

			The darkness pressed them. Thick clouds blotted out all illumination from moon or stars, and soon even the lights of Kilmorgan fell behind.

			Violet knew these hills, but she went slowly, peering ahead, while Ian scanned for any sign of Magill.

			“Where would he go?” Violet shouted behind her.

			Ian had already pondered this. Their nearest neighbor was miles away. The village was too, and it would be shut for the storm. The road south to Inverness would soon be impassible.

			That left the distillery, which Magill likely didn’t know about. Even if he stumbled across it, the steward and his family who lived there would have held on to him and sent word to the main house.

			The mysterious woman had seen him, had pointed the direction he’d been heading.

			“The folly,” Ian yelled to Violet. Magill might have spied the young woman’s lights or watched her descend from the hill if she’d decided to look for refuge in the house.

			Violet nodded and swung the cycle sharply to ride up the next hill.

			Magill would freeze to death out here. Even if he hid inside the folly, out of the wind, the cold would be absolute. The cold had driven young Magdala, who had been living in the folly for some time, to the house to seek warmth.

			Whoever she was, she certainly was robust if she’d survived out here in December, only sneaking into Kilmorgan for supplies. But she was a mystery to be solved once Ian put his hands on Magill and wrested the whereabouts of the necklace from him. He hoped Magill hadn’t lost the bloody thing.

			No, the man would more likely hang on to the necklace after all the trouble he’d gone to obtain it. He must have brought it to Kilmorgan with him, one more reason to flee.

			Ian leaned into Violet as she struggled to guide the cycle up the hill. The road was steep but passable—Daniel and Violet had come this way only a few days before.

			Neither Ian nor Violet saw the snowbank until it was too late. Ian reasoned with detachment that the wall of snow must have come down from the cliff above, loosened by the weight of the storm and pushed by the wind.

			Violet swerved. The wheels skidded out from under them, and the cycle threw off its riders, who went tumbling and falling, straight into the frozen bank of snow.

			

			
				
			

			Beth and the other Mackenzie wives prevented Magdala from bolting once the men had started the search. The young woman had tried to slip away, but Beth saw her and called out, then ran after her as Magdala charged down the ground-floor gallery, heading for the door to the garden.

			Magdala put on a burst of speed, but Eleanor stepped from a side hall in front of her, and Magdala stumbled to an abrupt halt.

			“Enough of that, young woman,” Eleanor said. “It is far too cold for you to run off, and we do not need to be hunting for yet another person tonight.”

			Magdala gazed at Eleanor in stubborn fury. She drew a sharp breath as though ready to argue, but then she wilted. “Yes, ma’am,” she said in a subdued voice.

			Beth remained suspicious of her sudden capitulation, but Magdala allowed the ladies to guide her into a ground-floor sitting room warmed by a blazing fire. Curry trotted in with a tray of coffee and plenty of cakes, the man knowing exactly how to comfort worried members of the Mackenzie family.

			Ainsley plunged into the questioning while Eleanor and the others were still sorting out the coffee and tucking into the cake. Ainsley had taken a very large slice for herself, one slathered in custard.

			“You’d better explain yourself,” Ainsley said to Magdala. “Gavina is quite frustrated with her male relatives who believe you’re a ghost. Tell us why you are haunting Kilmorgan.”

			Isabella studied Magdala sharply, as did Eleanor, Eleanor with unblinking blue intensity.

			“I believe I know why,” Isabella ventured.

			“You wanted to find out what we’d be like,” Eleanor finished for her. “Before you decided whether to announce yourself.”

			“You ought to let her speak,” Beth said. “What is your name, child? Besides Magdala, I mean?”

			All four Mackenzie wives turned to Magdala, who clutched her coffee and returned a look of defiance.

			“Mackenzie,” she said, lifting her chin. “My name is Magdala Mackenzie. Or it ought to be.”
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			Magdala found herself pinned by four gazes—two blue, one green, and one gray. The ladies were not as astounded as Magdala assumed they’d be, nor were they angry. They only looked at her.

			“Yes, I thought so,” the duchess said. The duchess worried Magdala most. She could seem vague and babble about nothing but her shrewdness was unnerving.

			“Who are your parents?” Beth, the one married to Lord Ian, asked gently.

			“My father is dead.” Magdala swallowed, that sorrow never far away, though he’d been gone since she was eight years old. “My mother is descended from Lord Will Mackenzie, the brother of Lord Malcolm who became Duke of Kilmorgan in 1747.”

			All four looked thoughtful. “Lord Will and Josette,” Beth said. “Ian would know about his descendants. He has been researching the family,” she told Magdala.

			“So your mother is the link?” the duchess asked with interest. She poured more coffee into Magdala’s cup, though Magdala had taken only the barest sip.

			“She is.” Magdala spoke with confidence, though even she admitted the story sounded far-fetched. But Mum had told her for years that they were descended from dukes, though their branch put them a long way from inheriting anything. No male heirs were left on their side anyway.

			“Where is your mother now?” Isabella asked. She was a fiery redhead and looked Scottish, though Magdala knew she was wholly English, the daughter of an earl of very old lineage. Magdala had found out everything she could about the Mackenzie family.

			She tried to keep her voice neutral. “In St. John’s. I was raised there. My mother recently married a man.”

			A pious, pompous wretch who didn’t approve of Magdala or her reprobate father. Magdala was of age and should be married, so this man thought. Out of the way, Magdala knew he wanted to say.

			“Not someone to your taste?” the duchess asked with astuteness.

			Magdala shook her head. “I hope she comes to her senses. But as I was at a loose end, I decided to find out where my mother’s people had come from.”

			“You traveled alone?” Beth asked, eyes widening. “Across the ocean?”

			Magdala’s lips twitched. “There are liners now that make the crossing in a remarkably short time. I saved money, but still didn’t have enough for a ticket, so I took a job on a liner and then chucked it when we reached Southampton. I journeyed from there by train.”

			“Very resourceful.” The one called Ainsley, Lord Cameron’s wife, nodded with approval. “And here you are.”

			“I was a maid,” Magdala said defiantly. “Where I come from, it isn’t shameful to work for a living.”

			“Of course it isn’t, dear,” the duchess said. “Nor is hiding out in the folly and stealing food and drink while you spied on us. Only foolish. You could easily have written a letter from wherever this St. John’s place is. We would have invited you for a visit, and probably paid for your transport so you wouldn’t have had to labor for it.”

			“How could I know that?” Magdala demanded. “I’m a stranger, a nobody. Why should you believe me?”

			“Well, we would have learned all about you first,” Eleanor said in a reasonable tone. “We still will, but it is Christmas, this storm is fierce, and we are Scots—if Isabella and Beth aren’t by birth, they are at heart. We will extend all our hospitality. Besides, you helped us by telling us about the fleeing archaeologist.”

			Magdala frowned. “He looked so odd. Up to no good, I’m certain, but he’ll die out there. And now you are all being kind.” She didn’t know how to respond to such kindness. Breaking down and weeping came to mind, but Magdala didn’t want to look as weak as she felt.

			Beth took her hand. “That is what we do, my dear. You are welcome here, Magdala, whoever you happen to be.”

			She squeezed Magdala’s hand and gave her a heartwarming smile, which tore through Magdala’s defenses all the more.

			Tears trickled from her eyes, and the moment they did, Magdala found herself in Beth’s embrace, learning how easy it was to let the sobs come on her soft shoulder.

			

			
				
			

			Hours went by. One by one, the men and boys returned, in need of warmth and rest.

			None had found Mr. Magill. And, to Beth’s consternation, none of those returning were Ian and Violet.

			Daniel arrived with Cameron and two of the many dogs, and when Beth told Daniel she’d heard nothing of Violet and Ian, Daniel’s tiredness turned to alarm.

			“Where the devil are they?” he demanded of the searchers.

			But none had seen Ian or Violet, nor any sign of the cycle, nor had they heard its unmistakable roar in a long while.

			“Newfoundland.”

			Ian sat up, frozen to the bone, pushing snow from his body.

			“Wha—?” A body stirred next to him, one buried in almost as much snow.

			“Her accent,” Ian said. “From Newfoundland. A large island off the coast of Canada.”

			“Whose accent?” Violet croaked.

			Ian didn’t bother to answer. Magdala, who looked enough like a Mackenzie to be one, spoke with a lilt he now recognized. He knew a collector of Ming pottery who was originally from St. John’s, and though the man had lived in England some time, he retained the unmistakable accent of a Newfoundlander.

			Ian reflected in nearly the same moment that the snow had saved their lives. Not only had they landed in its softness, but it had buried them, keeping out the deathly chill of the wind.

			He climbed stiffly to his feet, chunks of snow cascading from him. The motorized cycle lay a few yards from them, mangled and silent.

			Ian helped Violet to stand. Snow fell thickly, and the wind was fierce.

			Violet took in the cycle with dismay, lifting her goggles to stare at it. “Oh dear, Daniel will not be happy.”

			“Up,” was Ian’s answer as he pointed to the top of the hill.

			The folly was much closer than the house and would provide some shelter. When daylight came, they could pick their way down the trail and back home.

			Violet nodded. She slid her goggles back on, as did Ian—they were difficult to see through but would keep the ice from their eyes.

			Ian led the way, moving snow with his boots or breaking icy patches so Violet wouldn’t slip. She sensibly stayed close behind him, holding on to his coat when they climbed a particularly treacherous stretch.

			After about twenty minutes of struggle, they reached the outcropping of rock that held the folly. Ian made for the dim outline of the building, knowing to stick to the cliff wall on his left to avoid going over the edge. Even so, he tripped on the first step of the porch, falling again into snow.

			Violet tugged him up. Ian gained his feet and climbed the steps, finding the folly’s door by touch.

			It was not locked, to his relief. Ian had been prepared to break the door open, but he was just as glad he did not have to.

			He tripped once more as he entered the folly, this time over something that wasn’t snow. Ian landed on hands and knees, his face an inch from a human body.

			Light flared. Violet had struck a match, which she now touched to a candle in a lantern. She bent down, flashing the light over the body lying prone under Ian’s bulk.

			“Your archaeologist, I presume?” she asked.

			Ian turned the man over. He was indeed Magill with his white hair and side whiskers, now unconscious and very cold. Ian rose, grasped Magill under the arms, and dragged him to the fireplace.

			“Is he alive?” Violet had shut the door, and now unwound the long scarf from her neck.

			Ian found Magill’s heartbeat and heard his wheezing breath. “He is.”

			The fireplace had never been lit in Ian’s memory, and they had no wood here in any case. Violet looked about in futility—there was nothing but a few old sticks of furniture along with the supplies Magdala had left. She lit a second lantern and unfolded the blankets she’d found.

			Ian had no compunction about breaking the furniture and stuffing the pieces into the fireplace. The chairs had been brought here by his father long ago, and were brittle, rotted from the wet Scottish air.

			With Violet’s matches—she’d found a whole cache Magdala had hoarded—Ian had the broken sticks of furniture lit like kindling, the pile of it slowly catching.

			“Will nae last,” he announced.

			“I hadn’t planned to settle in for the winter.” Violet held her hands out to the meager fire. “This is better than some places I’ve stayed in my life, I am sorry to say.”

			From the stories Violet had told him, Ian believed her.

			He hauled Magill closer to the fire. The man didn’t wake, only grunted and broke into a snore.

			Ian patted down Magill’s coat, and then reached into his pocket and drew out a handkerchief-wrapped bulge.

			Inside the folds of the cloth lay an intricate gold necklace glinting with lapis lazuli and emeralds, the piece as whole and beautiful as the day it was made.

			Found.

			

			
				
			

			The night grew colder. Magill slept on, remarkably relaxed. Ian and Violet sat on either side of him, the three of them close enough to share heat, while the feeble fire burned to embers.

			“You are good to take care of him,” Violet remarked.

			Ian shrugged. “I wanted the necklace. When we return home, I’ll give him to Fellows.”

			“I know, but you could have left him to rot in the storm and taken the necklace off his frozen body in the morning.”

			Ian had considered this. He knew a man like Pemberton would have let Magill freeze to death, no matter how cruel such an act might be. But Ian recognized that although he was as mad a collector as Pemberton, he would never be such a monster.

			“Hart could have left me to die,” Ian reflected. “In the asylum when I was a boy. When Hart became duke, he did not have to bother with me. But he came for me. Took me home.”

			“Uncle Hart is a good man,” Violet agreed. “No matter how much he tries to hide it.”

			“Aye. I was grateful, even if I couldn’t speak to tell him so.”

			Ian felt Violet studying him as they sat in brief silence. “I could have been left to die too,” she said. “But Daniel didn’t let that happen.” She went quiet, and finally, Ian had to turn his head to look at her. Violet’s eyes were filled with love. “Daniel brought me home with him, gave me a family of my own.”

			Hart had done that for Ian years ago. Ian hadn’t been able to do much more at first than eat, sleep, and wonder at this turn of fate, but he knew now that his gratitude to Hart, Mac, and Cam had run deep. Not to mention to Curry, always at his side.

			“Beth gave me even more family,” he said out loud. “The best family.”

			Violet’s smile held warmth. “Your wee ones are turning out well. Jamie is amazing, Belle smarter than anyone I know, and Megan so gentle and sweet. But she’s not feeble. I think Megan will rule the roost wherever she goes.”

			Megan did have a large heart and a quiet strength. Others would underestimate her . . . to their peril.

			“My bairns are the best in the world.”

			Ian stated it as a fact. There were no more perfect people in existence than his three children, except of course for Beth, their mother.

			Violet surprised Ian with laughter. “The pride in you is astonishing, Uncle Ian. Or perhaps not so astonishing. Do your brothers know you hold your children above theirs? The rest of them are remarkable as well. Particularly our Fleur.” Her eyes went soft as she spoke her daughter’s name. “And I think Gavina will become an astounding woman.”

			“My brothers know,” Ian said. “And understand.”

			Violet’s laughter continued, though Ian wasn’t certain what was amusing.

			“At daybreak, we’ll go back,” he said. “I will wake Magill then. I’ll not carry him down the hill.”

			“Neither will I,” Violet said decidedly.

			“Then the four of us will descend.” Ian leaned his head back on the bricks of the fireplace and closed his eyes. It was not comfortable, but at least this corner had warmed a bit.

			“The four of us?” Violet’s voice held a strange note. “You, me, and Mr. Magill make three.”

			Ian opened his eyes and stared at her. Violet held his gaze a moment and then turned scarlet, which Ian had learned from Beth meant a person felt flustered, or caught in a lie or secret.

			“How did you know?” she asked in a whisper.

			Ian resumed reclining against the wall. “You are sick in the mornings and then eat quite a lot. I have seen you come out of the nursery looking furtive, and you fuss over the youngest members of the household. Beth was much the same with our children.”

			“Damnation, Uncle Ian. Does everyone know?”

			Ian looked at her again. “I don’t know. Have you told Daniel?”

			“Not yet.” She smiled. “I was saving it as a Christmas gift.”

			Ian considered this, thinking of Daniel, the wild, impetuous boy who’d grown into . . . well, a wild, impetuous man. “A good idea.”

			“You’ll keep this our secret then?”

			Ian nodded. “But you must not ride the cycle anymore. You could have hurt yourself. You must be very careful.”

			“I was being careful. I’m a much better driver than Daniel. A snowbank fell on us. It doesn’t matter now anyway—the cycle is a wreck. Daniel will be heartbroken.”

			Ian gazed at her a long time, daring to meet her eyes. “No,” he said calmly. “He will not.”

			Violet and he shared another long look, and Violet nodded. “I agree.”

			Ian gave her a smile, then he leaned his head back again and let himself doze off. All would be well; he knew this in his heart.

			

			
				
			

			Morning light blazed, cutting through the darkness to stab into Ian’s brain. He opened his eyes, ready to growl at Curry for letting the bedchamber grow so cold, and then he groaned.

			He sat on a thin blanket on a cold stone floor, a fire burned to ash behind him. Violet Mackenzie, moving as stiffly as Ian felt, yawned and rubbed her eyes. Between them, Magill let out a series of inelegant snorts and woke with a gasp.

			The light that had woken Ian came from the open door, along with cold wind. A silhouette blocked the light, one of a large Scotsman, who was already roaring in his loud way.

			“Ian!”

			Ian struggled up, but before he could make it to his feet, Hart reached down and hauled him the rest of the way up. Ian found himself immediately crushed in an embrace, his oldest brother as powerful as ever.

			Ian rested his hands on Hart’s shoulders. “It’s all right,” he said into Hart’s intense eyes. “You found me.”

			“I know.” Hart’s fingers dug into Ian’s arms, the man shaking a little. “Now, let’s go home.”
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			Chapter 12
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			Breakfast was a lively meal in spite of the late night, with the searchers, the rescuers, and Magill safely back home.

			Beth couldn’t leave Ian’s side. Ian had shoved poor Mr. Magill into the house but released him into Lloyd Fellows’s custody. Magill’s near-death in the frozen night had subdued him, and he’d gone off to bed with a hasty mumbled apology. Beth forbade Fellows from taking the man to jail or back to London until after Christmas. Yuletide was for family, and forgiveness.

			The ladies had found Magdala some clothes to replace the secondhand and too-large gown she’d been wearing, and Beth bade her tell her tale as the family feasted on bannocks and porridge, eggs and bacon.

			Jamie gazed at the young woman in some dismay. “So you’re my cousin?”

			“I am indeed, lad,” Magdala answered. “At least, I believe so.”

			Jamie looked crestfallen, and Gavina laughed at him. “You’ve broken his heart,” she said to Magdala. “He was smitten with our ghost.”

			Jamie flushed, though he was always one to admit the truth. “I was, aye. But it was not meant to be, I see. I don’t believe in cousins marrying. No matter what the eugenics people try to prove, breeding too close to the bloodline is a disaster. Especially when it comes to human beings.”

			Magdala raised her brows at him. “You are a bit young for me, in any case, Jamie. I have reached my twenty-first year.”

			That brought more laughter, and Jamie again conceded graciously.

			“On the other hand,” the deep voice of Andrew McBride echoed down the table, “you’re not my cousin.”

			At twenty-one, Andrew was taller than his father, Sinclair, and he had the McBride handsomeness—fair hair, strong face, intense gray eyes. Magdala lifted her chin and gazed a challenge at him, but her cheeks were pink and her bravado faltered under his wide smile.

			Hmm, Beth thought to herself.

			She switched her gaze to Violet, who was sitting very close to Daniel. Violet looked weary, and a bit pale, but also very happy.

			Well, well, well. They had been waiting for more children to come, and now it seemed they had managed it.

			The year was ending satisfactorily, in Beth’s opinion.

			After breakfast, Ian headed for their bedchamber and much-needed sleep, but Beth followed him determinedly. Not quite yet, Ian Mackenzie.

			When she reached their chamber, Ian was unwrapping himself from his kilt, his coat already on the floor. Curry was not there to pick up after him—Beth had sent the man to bed, as he’d been up all night like the rest of them.

			Beth closed the door, getting lost in the sight of her husband’s fine body appearing as he shed his clothes. He glanced at her and his tired eyes softened.

			“Shall we to bed, my Beth?”

			His voice, low and vibrant, weakened her at the knees, but Beth made herself remain upright.

			“All’s well that ends well?” she asked. “Is that what you mean? Nothing more to say?”

			Ian continued to disrobe, his under-drawers falling away so that he stood naked before her.

			“Nothing.” His golden eyes glinted as he walked toward her.

			Beth held up her hands, and Ian paused, but the light in his eyes did not dim. “I suppose you retrieved the necklace.”

			Ian turned away without answering. He lifted his coat, rummaged in the pocket, and drew out the necklace, all gold and blue and green.

			He brought it to Beth and lifted it to rest against her bodice.

			Beth caught the necklace in her hand, the metal holding the warmth of Ian’s pocket. The piece was beautiful, the links intricately worked by some unknown jeweler nearly two thousand years ago.

			“I wanted to give it to you for Hogmanay,” Ian said softly. “But it will do for Christmas Eve.”

			Beth gazed at it in reverence. “It’s beautiful. But I still want it to go to a museum.”

			Ian regarded her in silence a moment, then gave her a nod. “It is yours. Do what you will.”

			“Don’t be offended. It’s just that I think more people ought to be able to enjoy it. It’s a treasure.”

			Ian’s glance told her he thought she was mad, but he wouldn’t argue with her daft ideas. He took her hand, lifting it to his lips.

			He was dissolving Beth’s attention again. Ian licked her finger, then drew it into his mouth, closing his eyes to suckle it.

			“You really didn’t need to give me such an extravagant present,” Beth began, but she trailed off, her breath deserting her.

			Ian kissed her fingertip, then lightly nibbled it. “I want to show you what you mean to me.”

			Beth’s heart fluttered, and every part of her began to heat. “You’ve already given me the best gift.”

			Ian’s brows rose. “Do you mean last Hogmanay? It was only a painting of the dogs, and Mac did that.”

			“I don’t mean that. Although I love it.” The painting was very small, made to stand on her writing table, where she could see the doggie smiles of their current crop of pets, who would most likely be sleeping on her feet under the desk.

			“What then?” Ian returned to kissing her fingers, the backs of them this time. Then he turned her hand over and pressed his lips to the inside of her wrist.

			Beth could barely continue. “You gave me you, ye daft Highlander. And Jamie. Belle. Megan.” Her heart filled as she spoke the names of her beloved children. “Ian, you took me in when I had no one. Now I’m surrounded by this wonderful family, and I have you, all to myself. I am the luckiest woman on earth.”

			Ian lifted his head again. His eyes filled with desire, Ian no longer interested in conversation.

			He snaked one arm around Beth and drew her against his delightful body.

			“You are lucky? I am the one who is lucky, my Beth. I saw you in at the theatre, I sat next to you, I met you. I told you exactly what I wanted, and instead of running away, you gave me your beautiful smile. I thought an angel had come to rescue me from all that was darkness. And you did. So wear the damned necklace.”

			Ian rarely spoke so heatedly, or made such a long speech. Beth couldn’t stop her smile, the same one she couldn’t hold back when he’d told her bluntly that faraway day that he wanted to marry her so he could bed her.

			“I love you, Ian Mackenzie,” she said. “All the words in the world can’t convey how much.”

			Ian cupped her cheek and brushed a lingering kiss to her lips. “You’ll wear it, then?”

			“And I love your stubborn single-mindedness. Yes, I’ll wear the necklace. Until after Hogmanay, when it goes back to the museum.”

			Ian never gloated when he won. He only gave her a triumphant smile and lifted Beth into his arms, cradling her while he carried her across the chamber.

			He laid her down on the bed where they’d spent so many nights and had conceived at least one of their children. Beth helped Ian with her many buttons, letting him pull—and tear—her clothes away. A night on the clifftop hadn’t diminished his strength.

			Ian showed her his single-mindedness again when he clicked the necklace around her throat. He leaned to kiss her breasts, his mouth warming the jewels and her skin.

			When he lifted his head, all his love shone in his golden eyes, brighter than the Christmas sunshine.

			“I love you, my Beth. You are the greatest gift the world has given me. I can only try to thank you like this.” He touched the necklace, the priceless thing that he’d gone to such trouble to find.

			Beth touched his face. Every year, her love for this man grew in strength, until she wasn’t sure her heart could bear it. “You don’t know your own worth, Ian, but I do.” She drew him to her. “I do.”

			Ian touched her lips. “No more words. Happy Christmas, my Beth. My love.”

			“Happy Christmas, Ian.”

			Beth surrendered to his kiss, nothing more she needed to say. Ian slid inside her, completing her as he always did, while the midday sun slid through the window to surround them with brilliance.
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