
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Copyright © 2024 by D A Nelson

––––––––

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10  

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute it by any other means without permission.

Any brand names and product names used in this book and on its cover are trade names, service marks, trademarks and registered trademarks of their respective owners. The publishers and the book are not associated with any product or vendor mentioned in this book. None of the companies referenced within the book have endorsed the book.

––––––––

Formatting by Dawn Nelson

Cover design by Dawn Nelson



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE VAMPIRE'S MISTRESS

    

    
      First edition. June 12, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 D A Nelson.

    

    
    
      Written by D A Nelson.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

Copyright Page

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER ONE
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1813 - Drumford Village, Ayrshire, Scotland

Aunt Anabell’s breathing was shallow, her thin body still. If it hadn’t been for the faint wheeze that escaped her blue lips as she exhaled, Eliza would have sworn she had already gone. She shifted on the wooden chair she had placed beside her aunt’s bed the night before; her legs numb from sitting at this death vigil for hours. Poor Aunt Anabell, she thought as she held the sick woman’s cold skeletal hand. She had once been a vibrant, fun-loving person. But that had all changed over the past year when it became increasingly obvious that something was ailing her.  Then the blood-spattered handkerchiefs told Eliza everything she had already suspected. Anabell was dying of TB. Of course, he didn’t help, Eliza thought bitterly as her uncle’s twisted face came swimming into her thoughts. Nasty brute that he was. He had married Anabell ten years before and had made her life a living hell with his drinking and gambling, and habitual use of the fist. At least wherever she was going, she would be away from him and he couldn’t hurt her anymore.

Eliza adjusted the threadbare woollen blanket that covered her aunt’s body. Anabell had put up a good fight over these last few months, but nothing was going to stop the consumption on its relentless death march. It was time for her to pass over into, Eliza hoped, a better life. She was not one for the church, but now, as she watched her last living relative slowly fade away, she prayed for God to accept her into Heaven.

Anabell stirred. Her fingers jerked.

‘Can I get you anything, Aunt?’ She knew her aunt could not reply, but she asked anyway, it made her feel useful. Anabell moaned softly and grew still again.

***
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ELIZA DID NOT KNOW when she fell asleep, but she woke some hours later slumped across the bottom of the bed. She sat up and stretched the kinks out of her body. It was still dark outside and all was silence in the house save for the softly guttering candle on the table next to the bed. She immediately checked on Anabell and found her aunt to be at peace. 

‘Oh, Aunt Anabell,’ she whispered, stroking the dead woman’s cool cheek. Tears silently rolled down her face and she made no effort to stop them. Her aunt had been her only living kin, the only one who truly loved her. What was she going to do without her?

Anabell had taken Eliza in when she had been orphaned when an outbreak of smallpox had carried off her parents and two brothers eight years before. She had been a loving guardian, quite different from her husband. Although he had never said it to her face, Eliza always knew Uncle Seth had resented the young girl living with them. In public, he acted the part of the great saviour who had rescued a poor orphan. In private, he punched the living daylights out of Anabell and gave Eliza the odd slap as well. Eliza knew Anabell had shielded her from most of the abuse. Now she was gone, she didn’t even want to think about what would happen next. She needed a plan. She was 18 now and she could make her own way in the world. She just had to wait until after the funeral and then she could leave. The idea took root in her head. Yes, she would leave and find a job far away from Seth.

A crash from downstairs jolted her from her thoughts. She glanced at the door in horror. Thick heavy footsteps made their way up the wooden stairs, the door swung open and Seth stood there in all his drunken, sneering glory.

A large man with broad shoulders and jaw-length greasy hair, Seth was no one’s idea of a good catch. He was unshaven and dirty; his clothes were worn and unwashed and his hat was waxy and battered from wear. He grinned as he entered the bedroom, a half-empty bottle of rum in one hand. He reeked of stale booze and sweat.

‘So, how’s the missus?’ he asked. His eyes were bleary and unfocused as he stared at his dead wife. He stepped forward, drunken and unsteady, and stumbled. Eliza gasped as he toppled forward, but righted himself just as he was about to land on Anabell’s lap. He grinned at his mistake and turned his focus on his niece again. ‘Is she dead yet?’ 

Eliza nodded dumbly and looked down at Anabell. She looked so peaceful now.

‘Aw well, she’ll not be needing this then,’ he said matter-of-factly. He shoved one of his large hands into a pocket and drew out a small leatherbound book that he threw on the bed at Anabell’s feet. ‘You might as well have it,’ he said turning his back to her. He strode unsteadily out to the stairwell then paused at the door. ‘Come and make me something to eat, niece,’ he said without looking back. ‘I’m famished.’

‘But what about Aunt Anabell?’ she asked

‘Leave her be till the morning. She’s not going anywhere.’ He sneered and went downstairs singing a bawdy song.

With a sigh, Eliza rose from her seat. Her back and legs were stiff from sitting so long. She carefully arranged the blanket to cover Anabell’s face and was about to follow Seth downstairs when she remembered the book. She picked it up and examined it. The leather binding and gold-edged pages belied its expense. How could Seth afford something like this? She wondered as she opened it. The book smelled wonderful as all new books do, and she read its frontispiece. It was a new novel by an unknown author, called Pride & Prejudice. How did Seth get his greasy hands on this? she thought. And why had he brought it home for Anabell? Was it for love? Had he loved her aunt? He had never once shown it in all the years she had known him. No, that wasn’t it. So, where...?

‘Eliza! Food! Now!’ her uncle bellowed from below.

She jumped, stuffed the book into the front of her stays, and giving Anabell one last glance, went downstairs to make something for her uncle.

***
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ELIZA WOKE EARLY THE next morning and left for the Minister’s house. Seth cared so little about her aunt that she knew he would not give Anabell a decent funeral, so it was up to her to arrange it. She left the small stone cottage she shared with her family and, wrapping her shawl tightly around her shoulders, braved the wind. Although it was May, spring was never warm in Drumford. Sitting in a small valley on the edge of the sea, the village was open to all the elements the Atlantic Ocean could throw at it. Eliza normally loved the fresh salty air of her homeland, but today it was sharp and spiteful. The relentless wind tugged at her hair and shawl, causing her to shiver, and the rain pricked her like needles. Head down, she hurried along the cobbled main street making for the manse next door to the church in the village centre. Although she was out for no more than five minutes, she was drenched by the time she reached the warm oak door of the house. Pushing aside her own discomfort, she knocked sharply on the door and waited patiently for an answer. She took deep breaths as she waited, determined to hold back the grief that threatened to overwhelm her. This was no time to break down. She would do that privately. For now, she must concern herself only with giving Anabell a good send-off, she owed her that. 

A pretty sandstone villa with its own small garden, the manse faced on to the village market square, it was normally a place of peace for her. Anabell had been a close friend of both the Minister and his wife who had always treated Eliza with kindness. Now she had to impart bad news and she was dreading it.

The door was answered almost immediately by the Minister’s wife, Mary. A small, homely woman with dark hair piled high in a fashionable ringlet style on her head, she took one look at Eliza’s red, tear-stained eyes and ushered her inside.

‘It’s Anabell, isn’t it? She’s gone, isn’t she?’ She said as she took Eliza into the house. Eliza could only nod dumbly, grief making her mute, and allow the kindly woman to lead her to the sitting room.

Geordie Brodie, the Minister, was sitting by the fire in the morning room, nose in a newspaper, when they entered. He took one look at Eliza, threw the paper on the floor and got to his feet. Grabbing both her hands in his own, he clasped them tightly.

‘Anabell has gone to her maker, hasn’t she?’ he asked, his warm eyes searching hers.

‘Yes.’ Her voice was barely audible, her throat felt constricted and it was all she could do to stop the hot tears that welled in her eyes.

‘I’m so sorry, lass, I really am. She was a good woman.’

‘She was.’ 

‘Well, come and sit down and we’ll get you some tea.’ He looked at Mrs Brodie who nodded and left the room. The Reverend Brodie guided the now softly weeping Eliza to a chair at the fire. She was aware of the soothing warmth of the flames stroking her cheek as she sat in the old chair and heard the muted crackling of the wood as it burned, a sound she so often enjoyed. But she had no appreciation for a good fire today.  Anabell was dead and all was dark.

‘I suppose you’ve come to talk about her funeral. Don’t worry about that, Mary and I will help you with it all.’ He gave her hand a squeeze and then sat down in the chair opposite. ‘And what about Seth? Is he to be involved?’ Eliza looked up at the Reverand and she saw understanding in his face. ‘I thought not,’ he said. ‘Where is he, anyway?’

‘Sleeping off the rum at home,’ she replied. She took a deep breath. Pull yourself together, girl, she thought, for Anabell’s sake.
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AN HOUR LATER, NOW calm and collected, Eliza stood at the front door and thanked the Brodies their kindness. 

‘Now, don’t you worry, we’ll give her a good send-off,’ Geordie assured her. He slipped his arm around his wife’s waist.

Just then there came the sound of distant clattering of feet on cobbles. Eliza turned around and looked up the main street to see a troop of Red Coats led by a mounted captain turn into the main street and march through the square. Their scarlet jackets and white leggings contrasted sharply with the muted tones of the stone cottages of the village. The platoon marched noisily across the little market square and made their way out of the town in the direction of the Laird’s house, turning heads as they went. It was rare to see soldiers in the town and Eliza wondered why they were there. She returned to the Brodies, wishing to make her farewells and be off. She opened her mouth to speak, but stopped abruptly when she realised, they both looked worried. Mary rubbed the back of her hand absently as she watched the soldiers leave.

‘Has something happened at the big house?’ Eliza asked. She had been so wrapped up in caring for her aunt these past few days that she had seen no-one, heard nothing.

‘Haven’t you heard?’ Brodie asked. She shook her head. ‘The Laird and his wife were killed last night along with John the Coachman. They were returning home after visiting some relatives in Ayr and were met by some highwaymen on the road. Had their throats slit. It’s a terrible business.’

‘Oh, my goodness!’ she gasped. Eliza’s stomach churned as she digested the news. Without thinking, she turned to look in the direction of the Laird’s house as if by doing so would somehow make the news void. Drumford House was a stunning neoclassical mansion set in its own grounds on the northern outskirts of the village. Although the building was relatively new, the grounds, the surrounding farmland and the village itself had been owned by the same family for centuries.  The Laird and his wife had always been kind to the villagers, giving alms to the poor and aid to those in need. They knew every villager by name and played a vital part in local politics. She couldn’t believe something so horrible had happened to them. They had been such a vibrant part of village life. ‘Do they know who did it? Have they got them yet?’

‘Not yet, but they will,’ the Minister replied. ‘It’s a sure thing. Ungodly men like that can’t be at large forever.’

‘But never you mind about that young Eliza,’ Mary replied quickly changing the subject. ‘You’ve got enough to be getting on with.’ She stepped forward and hugged Eliza. ‘Now, don’t you worry about a thing. You’ve got friends here. I know Seth Dankworth isn’t the kindest of men, so if you need to leave you can always come to us. Promise me you’ll do that.’

‘I will, thank you.’ Eliza managed a watery smile. Tears were falling again and she fetched a handkerchief from her bodice to stem their flow. Then, heart bursting under the burden of grief, she bade them farewell and went on her way. As she walked the lonely road back to her home, she thought about the Brodies’ kindness. They had always been caring and friendly towards her and her aunt, and now she needed them more than ever. They were the only people in the village to whom she could trust. She had told them of her plans to leave and they had been fully supportive, even promising to help her find a job. She could rely on them.

*****
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SETH WAS FAST ASLEEP on his chair next to the kitchen fire when she returned. Legs stretched out towards the hearth, arms dangling at his side, head lolling on his chest, he was snoring loudly and mumbling to himself. An empty rum bottle lay under the wooden chair; its cork discarded a few feet away. As she entered their humble kitchen, Eliza threw him a look of utter disgust. Stale rum mingled in the air with the scent of the dying fire, and she crept inside and took off her shawl. Hanging it a peg on the wall, she quietly moved about the kitchen getting things ready to wash her aunt’s body in readiness for the funeral.  She took the kettle from its place near the fireside and filled it from a jug of water she kept on the table. She placed the kettle on a hook above the fire and gave the flames a quick stoke with the poker to get them going again just like Anabell had taught her. Throwing some kindling on the small flames, she managed to spark it back into life. Then she fetched the soap from inside a dilapidated Welsh dresser and set it aside. She would use her own wash basin upstairs in her attic bedroom. 

Mary Brodie had offered to help her prepare Anabell, but she wanted to do it alone. It was the last thing she could do for the woman she had thought of as a mother these past few years. Seth stirred, mumbling something under his breath causing her to freeze. Hardly daring to breathe, she slowly turned her head and saw that he was sleeping again, jaw slack and looking like he had not a worry in the world. She resisted the urge to kick him and instead placed the now empty jug back on the table and tiptoed towards the stairs.

While the kettle boiled, her next task was to look out Anabell’s best dress. Her aunt had once told her she wanted to wear it at her funeral and Eliza was only too happy to comply. Seth’s inability to keep down a job had cast her aunt into poverty, and she has spent her life wearing dresses that were old and threadbare. She had one good dress; it was second or thirdhand by the time Anabell had got it, but it was in relatively good condition. This was the outfit she saved for Church.

‘I’ll not show up my family,’ Anabell had once told Eliza when her niece had asked her why she didn’t wear the good dress more often. ‘Not in church. I need to keep this dress good so that we look respectable. Besides, there might be a special occasion that I’ll need a nice dress for, and if I wore this one every day what would I do then?’

Not that there were many special occasions for Aunt Anabell, Eliza thought bitterly as she carefully and quietly ascended the wooden stairs to her aunt’s bedroom.
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CHAPTER TWO
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A few days later, on a cold and wet March late afternoon, Eliza led the mourners at her aunt’s funeral. It wasn’t an extravagant affair, but many of the villagers who had known Anabell all their lives, attended. The plain wooden coffin was carried from the house and placed on a horse-drawn waggon. It was driven to the church where a service was carried out by the Minister and then to the church graveyard for interment. For the entire time Eliza was there she prayed that Seth would not show up and ruin this last send-off for Anabell. And Seth complied. He had gone out the evening before and not returned, and that was just fine with Eliza. He didn’t deserve Anabell when she was alive and he certainly didn’t deserve to be with her when she was dead.

Standing at the grave, as the rest of the mourners dispersed, her black shawl around her head to stave off the rain, Eliza made a pitiful figure. Mary Brodie approached her as the gravediggers began the arduous task of filling in the grave. She put her arm around Eliza’s shoulders and gave her a squeeze. Eliza shivered at her touch, not from the cold, but from the sudden realisation that Anabell would never hug her like that again. She gave Mary a wan smile.

‘Would you like to come back to the manse, Eliza?’ Mary asked. ‘I’ll make you some tea and something to eat. You need to get out of this nasty weather and be somewhere with other people.’

Eliza stared into the grave as the red-brown Ayrshire muck was thrown over Anabell’s simple coffin pattering off the wood and mingling with the rainwater that had already begun to collect. ‘Thank you, Mrs Brodie, but I should be getting back home,’ she replied turning away from the grave. ‘I’ve got chores to do.’

‘Are you sure? The chores can wait,’ Mary said kindly. Then she took a deep breath and said: ‘Look, I don’t want to speak out of turn, but I fear for a lass like you being all alone in that house with Seth Dankworth. Come and stay with us for a while, just until you get back on your feet.’

Eliza looked Mary in the eyes and gave her a strained smile. ‘Thank you for your kindness,’ she said, ‘but I have some packing to do. I’m planning to go to Ayr tomorrow to look for work. I have some money...’ Her voice trailed off. 

‘Well, if you need anything, please come to us,’ Mary added.

‘Thank you.’

‘And make sure you come and see us before you leave. Promise me,’ she added.

‘I will,’ Eliza replied before she wished her friend goodbye and made the short journey back to the cottage.

*****
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IT WAS STARTING TO get dark by the time Eliza returned home, but that didn’t deter her. She had still to pack her meagre belongings and get everything ready so that she could leave at first light. She wasn’t going to hang around here, not now that she had nothing to stay for. Seth was a violent drunk who made her feel vulnerable and nervous. There were no prospects of work in the village until the harvest. No, it was time to leave, to start afresh somewhere else. She was relieved to see Seth still had not returned home when she opened the door and entered the kitchen. That was a blessing at least. She went to her room and began to sort through her things. She had her work dress and her Sunday dress, her other chemise, a couple of petticoats, some stockings and two shawls. She would also take her apron that was hanging on a peg in the kitchen. She did not have a trunk in which to pack her things, but used an old flour sack, washed and neatly pressed, for her bag. She had everything packed in no time, slipping the Jane Austen novel on top.  She had had no time to read the book in the run-up to the funeral and she wondered if she would get time in the future. She hoped so for she had always enjoyed a book. I could always sell it, she thought as she tied up the makeshift bag. Then she slid it under her bed. A wave of relief spread over her. She was finally going. She was escaping him and going to make something of herself. Seth Dankworth could no longer keep her in fear nor hold her back. The enormity of her plans suddenly rushed over her, a wave of mixed emotions. She was leaving here for good, the only place she had ever really known as home. It was both frightening and exhilarating.

Her bedroom by now was in near darkness, so she lit a candle intending to use it to see her way down the rickety stairs to prepare a last meal. She took one last look around her small room and moved towards the door. Crash! The kitchen door smashed open and the heavy thud of unsteady drunken footsteps followed. 

Seth was home! 

She did not have to look to see who it was to know those familiar sounds. She froze at her own door, scared to go down and face him lest he be in one of his mean moods. Her heart beat wildly in her chest. Her breath was ragged and fast. She was frozen on the spot unable to make a plan of escape.

‘Eliza! Eliza! Where are you, girl?’ Seth’s loud voice was thick with alcohol. ‘Come down and see your old Uncle Seth. Eliza?’

Barely breathing, Eliza stood listening at her door. She heard someone knock into the wooden table and something crashed to the floor. Seth let out a curse and it sounded like he was trying to right something. Then his footsteps were on the wooden stairs and making their way up to her. She placed the candlestick on a small table by the window and looked around wildly for a hiding place. But there was only her simple wooden bed.

‘Where are you?’ Seth muttered as he stomped upstairs. ‘Why are you making me climb these bloody stairs? Come here, girl!’

As his footsteps thudded up the final steps, Eliza slipped behind the door and stood there waiting to be found. The door banged open and Seth marched in filling the room with the reek of stale rum and an unwashed body.

‘Lizzy? Where are you? Come on out wherever you are!’ he sang.

She closed her eyes. He moved into the room and made for the bed. Crouching down, he peered under it. 

‘Eliza? I know you’re here somewhere. I saw you go into the house myself.’ His voice was muffled.

He knelt down and searched under the bed. This was her chance. Slowly, quietly, afraid he could hear the loud thumping of her heart and her gasping breaths, Eliza slid around the open door. Don’t turn around, don’t turn around, don’t turn around, she prayed. She was just backing out of the room when something must have triggered him. For his head turned, he saw her and scrambled to his feet. Screaming, she ran to the stairs, but he was too quick for her. He grabbed her by the wrist and yanked her, screeching in fright, back into the bedroom. Then he threw her on to the bed and loomed over her, breathing hard.

‘Where d’ye think you’re going?’ he said, his voice a low growl. ‘I was calling for you. Did you not hear me?’

Eliza looked down; the candle was casting Seth’s dark shadow across her body. She shuddered.

‘Well? Answer me, girl!’ Seth shouted. He leaned over and grabbed her hair. He yanked her head back causing her to scream.

‘I’m sorry, Uncle Seth, I didn’t hear you.’

‘I called a few times.’ He stared into her upturned face like he was trying to uncover some form of duplicity. Eliza kept her face as blank as she could. 

‘I’m sorry,’ she whimpered. She looked up at him, her eyes pleading for mercy.

He sneered. ‘You will be when I’ve finished with you,’ he added. Then something must have occurred to him for Eliza plainly saw a thought flicker in his eyes. He smiled and let go of her hair. Then he sat down on the bed beside her. As Eliza pulled herself to a sitting position, she felt his great big arm around her shoulder. She desperately wanted to release herself from his grip, but was terrified it would set him off. So, she stayed still unable to control the trembling that coursed through her slim body. 

‘I’m sorry if I frightened you, girl.’ Seth’s tone softened. ‘I was worried something had happened to you, that’s all.’ His hand rested on her shoulder. 

There was a pause and Eliza wondered if she was expected to answer, but no sooner had she opened her mouth than Seth began to speak again.

‘I’ve got some exciting news for us,’ he said squeezing her shoulder hard. She winced. His other hand rubbed her thigh. Revulsion coursed through her and this time Eliza could not stop herself from flinching. She felt sick. 

Seth appeared to not notice. His voice was low as he delivered his next line. ‘Now that old bastard, Anabell, has been put to rest, I’ve had an idea. A perfect idea. Anabell was never much of a wife to me, you know that...’ He looked at her for agreement, but Eliza could only stare at him in horror. ‘Now she’s gone, it frees me to take a new woman and as you’re now of the perfect marrying age, I’ve decided that you’re going to be the lucky one. What do you say? Fancy being my new wife? Mrs Seth Dankworth? It’s got a nice ring to it, hasn’t it?’

Eliza stared at Seth in disgust. Why would he think she would want to marry such a nasty piece of work as him? He smiled showing a row of broken and blackened teeth; his breath pungent with decay and alcohol. She tried to pull away, but he held her tightly.

‘Well? Cat got your tongue?’ He waited for his answer. ‘You’d like to be my wife, wouldn’t you? I mean ... what woman wouldn’t want a fine specimen of a man such as I?’

‘I think...’ Eliza began. She had to choose her words carefully so as not to rile him. Seth studied her intently. He had the air of a man who thought he knew what her answer would be. No, she couldn’t do it, she couldn’t be civil. ‘I think you’re the last man I’d ever want to marry!’ she spat.

In the dull light of the candle, Eliza saw Seth’s eyes narrow with fury and the sneer reappeared. ‘Why would that be?’ he growled. ‘Think you’re too good for the likes of me, do you?’ He let go and scrambled unsteadily to his feet. ‘Think you can find someone better, do you? Well, I’ll tell you something, I’m going to make sure that you’re fit for no man!’ he roared and lunged.

Screaming, Eliza felt him grab her shoulders and shove her back on the bed. He fell on top of her, pinning her arms above her head with one hand whilst the other slid down to her skirt.

‘No, Uncle Seth! No!’ she screamed as she felt his lips on her face. 

‘Come on, just a little kiss, you tasty little minx!’ he rasped as she tried to free herself.

‘Get off of me. Let me go!’

‘I don’t think so.’ He pushed his free hand down her leg and pulled the skirts of her dress up. She could feel his ragged fingernails cut the insides of her thighs as he attempted to push her legs apart. Thrashing and writhing, screaming at the top of her lungs, Eliza did her level best to escape, but he was too strong and too heavy. 

‘No!’

Just then the bedroom door crashed open and before she could turn her head to see who had entered, Eliza felt Seth being yanked off her. Breathless, vulnerable and humiliated, as soon as she was free of him, she pulled down her skirts and sat up as far back in the bed as she could. Hardly daring to look up, she was aware that her uncle was now dangling by his neck nearby. A tall, slim young man was holding Seth off the floor by his throat. She gasped.

‘Seth Dankworth, just the man I’ve been looking for,’ the man said cocking his head to get a better look at his quarry. ‘You’re coming with me.’ With barely a glance at the terrified Eliza, the stranger dragged Seth to the door and yanked the now babbling man downstairs. She flinched as she heard her uncle’s body hit every stair on the way down to the kitchen. Trembling and not sure what to do, Eliza took a deep breath and got to her feet. Tidying her hair, fixing her bodice, she mustered every piece of courage she had to follow them downstairs and thank the man for saving her virtue. She paused at the door and listened as her uncle’s frightened pleas for mercy floated up from below. 

‘Have mercy, sir!’ he cried. ‘Have mercy!’

Were they going to kill Seth? Should she intervene? Still feeling shaky, but wondering what was going on, Eliza crept downstairs and peered into the kitchen below to where three men and Seth were now filling the small space. Seth was on his knees in front of the fire, two tall broad men stood either side. In front of him, sitting on one of their wooden chairs and examining a glinting dagger was her rescuer, looking irritated. A stair creaked beneath her feet and the man looked up at her. She gasped. He was a few years older than she and one of the most handsome men she had ever seen. His pale face was flawless, his dark hair perfectly groomed and his cat-green eyes glittered in the firelight. He gave her a cold stare.

‘Come and join us, girl,’ he said, beckoning her with one thin white hand, ‘And see what we do to people who try to defraud us.’

He waited until Eliza was standing at the bottom of the stairs before he turned his focus back on Seth.

‘So, Seth Dankworth, what have you got to say for yourself?’

Seth looked up at the man before him and trembled. ‘I’m sorry, sir. I truly am.’

‘Well, sorry doesn’t bring my money back.’ The man sat up straight and leaned towards her uncle. He stared deeply into his eyes and Seth seemed transfixed. ‘What did you do with the money, Seth?’ Seth remained silent. ‘I asked you a question, Seth. What did you do with the money?’

Seth turned his head away.

‘No, look at me, Seth.’

Eliza’s uncle turned his terrified eyes back on the young man.

‘Answer me!’ The harshness and volume of the words made Eliza jump and squeak in fright. The man glanced at her, scowled and then returned his attention back to his captive.

Seth looked round at Eliza. ‘Please, help me Eliza,’ he pleaded. ‘Please!’ Eliza opened her mouth to answer, but was prevented from speaking by a sharp look from the thin man.

‘Never mind her, just answer my question.’ The man’s tone was becoming increasingly impatient. He changed tack: ‘Seth Dankworth, you will tell me exactly what you did with my money. You will speak truthfully.’

Seth nodded slowly and, in a wavering voice, began to speak. He never took his eyes off the man. ‘I – I -,’ he began. ‘I sort of... well, it’s like this...I might have...spent it. Keeping a wife and my niece is an expensive business and you know that my dear wife just died and I had a funeral to pay for...’

The man’s eyes narrowed. ‘You spent my money without my permission?’

‘My wife just died...’ Seth whimpered.

‘Try again.’ The man’s tone was sharp. ‘What did you spend my money on?’

Seth put his hands together as if in prayer and began to shuffle on his knees towards the stranger when the handsome put his hand up, stopping the older man from coming any closer. 

‘Well?’

‘Um...yes, well, you see...I have a problem...with the drink...I’ve always been bad with the drink,’ Seth looked round at Eliza again. ‘Eliza will tell you, won’t you Eliza?’ She found herself nodding. Seth looked relieved. He continued: ‘Then my good lady died and it was the only thing that helped.’

The man surveyed him coldly. He did not look like he believed him.

‘I’m sorry,’ Seth cried. ‘I’ll pay it all back... I promise.’

‘How do you propose to pay me back £10?’ the man wanted to know. Eliza gasped. That was a lot of money. She had no idea Seth had had that much money, but it explained how he was able to afford the book. ‘By working? You’re a lazy good-for-nothing who’s never worked a day in your life. By selling something?’ He looked around the sparsely furnished home. ‘You have nothing.’

Seth glanced up at the man again. ‘I don’t know, sir, but I promise you I will pay you back. Just give me a bit of time. I’ll do anything, anything to get that money back to you.’

The man rose from his seat, sheathed the dagger and walked to the fireplace. Placing his hands on the mantle, he gazed into the flames for what seemed like a lifetime. Then he turned and faced the kneeling man.

‘I tell you what,’ he said, ‘I’ll make you a deal.’

Seth’s face switched from relief to joy to uncertainty all in the space of a couple of seconds.

‘You can work off some of the debt,’ the man said.

Seth prostrated himself at his feet. ‘Oh, thank you, sir, thank you.’

‘I haven’t finished,’ the man continued. ‘And your niece will work off the rest!’

Eliza’s stomach clenched in fear. ‘What?’ The word was out before she could stop herself. Eliza stared at the stranger. She had no clue who this man was and she certainly didn’t want to work for him. Why should she? Seth’s debt was not hers. A smug smile played on the stranger’s mouth. He’s not so handsome now, Eliza thought holding his gaze defiantly. She put her hands on her hips.

‘I refuse,’ she said and folded her arms. ‘I have my own plans.’

‘Well then, I’ll just have to have my revenge for the theft of my money in another way,’ replied the man. He lunged at Seth, grabbed him by the throat again and began to squeeze.

‘Liza!’ Seth gasped, his face turning red, his eyes starting to bulge. ‘Please!’

She was so close to freedom from this odious man that maybe she should let the stranger kill him. The thought flickered briefly through her brain. This was his mess and he should get himself out of it. Seth wheezed. His face went purple. His eyes watered as they pleaded with her. No, she couldn’t do it. She was not a cruel woman and could not let her uncle die.  She could bear it no longer.

‘Wait!’ she said as the stranger tightened his grip causing Seth to gurgle. ‘What sort of work are you talking about?’

‘I want you to be my mistress,’ the man said with a nasty grin. ‘And in return you will be treated well and I won’t kill this idiot uncle of yours.’ Still on his knees on the floor, Seth was turning a darker purple. ‘What do you say?’

Eliza looked at her uncle and then back at the man. She hated Seth, but her conscience would not let him die.

‘And how long will I have to stay with you as your mistress?’

The man paused. Then he smiled. ‘For a year and a day.’

Eliza thought for a moment. She didn’t really have much choice. If she refused, Seth would certainly be killed and she would probably lose her life too. The alternative was living in sin with a stranger, a man who was going to take her maidenhead out of wedlock. The thought both shocked and terrified her. Could she really do that for such an odious toad as Seth? 

The man gave Seth a shake and her uncle squeaked in terror.

‘Alright, alright, I agree,’ she said. The choice was made. ‘Just, let him go.’

The man threw Seth to the ground and as he lay there gasping for breath, stepped over him and strode towards Eliza. He paused just in front of her and offered her his hand. She looked at it not understanding.

‘Jared Maclean, the new Laird, very pleased to meet you,’ he said, his emerald green eyes gleaming beneath a foppish fringe of dark hair. ‘And you are?’

Eliza put her small hand in his. It felt icy cold. ‘Eliza Hart,’ she said.

‘Well, Eliza Hart, may I suggest you collect what things you have and get ready to leave,’ Jared said. Then he turned to his men. ‘Hepburn, take Seth to the house and lock him in the cellars to sober up. I don’t want him taking flight before he has the chance to make amends. Barr, tell Tweedie we’ll be out in a minute. I’ll wait for the girl.’ He glanced at Eliza. ‘Go get ready,’ he told her.

‘Yes, of course.’ She hurried back upstairs and fetched her bag from under the bed. She took one last look around her bedroom, snuffed out the candle and hurried down to the kitchen in time to see Seth being manhandled out of the house by the bigger of the two men. Jared turned to her.

‘Ready?’

‘Yes.’

‘Follow me, I have my carriage waiting outside.’
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Jared said very little on the carriage ride back to his house, but it gave her time to study his features. Eliza had not recognised the new Laird when he had come into her house. It had been so long since she had last seen him. He had been abroad studying for a number of years and this was the first she had seen him since he was a boy. She remembered him as a happy child, so different from the brooding, sullen man sitting opposite her.

Then she remembered about the terrible murder of his parents. Should she say something?

‘I was sorry to hear about your mother and father,’ she said. ‘It was a terrible thing that happened.’

The Laird looked at her and grimaced. ‘Yes,’ he replied gruffly.

‘Were you with them when it happened?’

‘I don’t want to talk about it,’ he said glowering out of the window into the darkness beyond.

‘Have they found the culprits?’

‘I said I don’t want to talk about it,’ he growled.

They spoke no more until they reached the big house around 20 minutes later. Drumford was the ancestral home of the Maclean family and Eliza had known it since childhood. Everyone had known the Maclean family and most people in the village worked for them in some way or another. The carriage went through the large iron gates and trundled along a perfectly kept driveway before drawing up a few minutes later at the front door of a large sandstone mansion. The house was illuminated by flaming torches placed at intervals in front of the building and looked magnificent. Built only ten years before by the famous architect, Robert Adam, it was the height of fashion: classical columns and tall windows were set in a perfectly symmetrical façade with a beautifully balanced stone staircase sweeping up to a raised entranceway. Jared alighted the carriage and paused at the door to help her dismount with her sack. He then grabbed her by the top of her arm and roughly led her upstairs to the front door. He pushed open the door and pulled her inside. 

‘Ow, you’re hurting me,’ she said. He let go of her arm and looked at her with disgust as she rubbed the spot where he had grabbed her.

The hallway was dimly lit by a few candles in polished brass wall sconces that glowed warmly on pale-coloured walls. As Eliza took in her new surroundings, her mouth gaped at the gorgeous, but simple décor. The floor was tiled with expensive white marble and the walls were decorated with oil paintings of landscapes and portraits. There were a few small tables on which sat great marble urns filled with fresh flowers and a sweeping marble staircase took up the rear of the hall. It was stunning.

Jared walked further into the house. ‘Mrs MacAlpine? Where are you?’ he shouted. ‘Mrs MacAlpine!’

A few moments later, from the back of the house, Eliza heard the sound of footsteps on flagstones. A door at the side of the staircase swung open and an older woman in a black dress emerged from the gloom. She had a warm, smiling face that was illuminated by the candle she was carrying.

‘I’m here, sir.’

‘Ah, good. This is Eliza Hart and she is to be our guest for a while,’ he said shoving Eliza forward. ‘Give her a room, put her on the top floor, and get her bathed, will you? She smells somewhat dirty.’

Eliza bristled at this indignation and turned to give him a dirty look. ‘I do not smell!’ she snapped then immediately regretted her outburst when he laughed at her.

‘Indeed, you do, madam,’ he said with a small bow. ‘And give her a drop of perfume,’ he added as he walked away towards a second interior door, leaving Eliza alone with Mrs MacAlpine.

‘Oh, don’t mind him,’ the woman said. ‘He’s always been a bit too clumsy with the things he says. I’m Grace MacAlpine, the Maclean family’s housekeeper. Welcome to Drumford House.’ She put her arm around Eliza and began to guide her to the sweeping marble stairway. ‘Have you visited us before?’

‘No, but I grew up in Drumford village down the road,’ Eliza replied.

‘Well, we might know some people in common,’ Grace said and she led her to the door from which she had come.

Eliza was shown down to a small sitting room off the large kitchen below. After a light meal of bread and cheese washed down with ale, Grace made her strip off while she filled a small tin bath in front of the fire with hot water. The water had been put on to heat up while Eliza was eating and, with the help of the scullery maid, Martha, Grace soon had the small bath half filled. When Eliza was down to her chemise, Grace dismissed Martha and then turned her attention to her visitor. She took a piece of soap from her apron pocket and handed it to her.

‘Right, in you get,’ Grace said. Seeing Eliza pause, she added: ‘I’ll leave you to it.’ And left the room.

Eliza looked down at the bath and seethed. She was not a dirty woman. How dare they?

‘I don’t hear any cleaning going on in there,’ said Grace through the closed door.

With a sigh, Eliza removed her chemise and got in. The bath was only big enough to allow her to sit in it and the water only reached the tops of her thighs, but it was warm and it was soothing and it was just what she needed on this strange night. As she carefully washed herself, Eliza reflected on the evening. What had started as a near rape – she shuddered at the thought and felt the bile rise in her throat; she hated Seth for what he had tried to do – had now turned into slavery. She was to be the plaything of the Laird for the next year. Fear curled in her stomach. She had never been with a man. She was young and inexperienced. What if she didn’t please him? Would he have her then discard her, a fallen woman? She began to tremble at the thought and it was all she could do to keep a hold of the soap.

‘I’m coming in to do your hair,’ Grace said and the door opened bringing with it cold air from the passage beyond. Before Eliza could protest, she grabbed the soap from her hands and with a jug, scooped up some bath water and drenched her head. With quick, confident movements, she lathered the soap into Eliza’s brown hair. Then she began the process of rinsing. All the time, Eliza was coughing and spluttering as the warm water drenched her.

‘Well, you’re a lucky girl to get a position here,’ Grace said.

‘I am?’ Did the housekeeper know why she had been brought here? 

‘Yes, I just spoke to the Laird about your duties and he’s very clear about what he wants you to do.’

‘He does?’ She felt panic rise in her stomach.

‘Yes, but you’re to get some rest tonight and I’ll show you the ropes tomorrow,’ Grace said squeezing the warm water from Eliza’s hair.

What kind of house is this? Eliza wondered. Where the housekeeper shows the Laird’s mistress what to do?

‘You’ll like working for the Laird,’ Grace continued unaware of the turmoil going in on Eliza’s head. ‘He’s a bit thoughtless in what he says and he seems a bit broody, but he’s a nice man underneath it all.’ Eliza did not answer. ‘Right, that’s you now, girl,’ Grace said standing back and grabbing a towel. ‘That’s much better. I’ll leave you while you get dried.’

Eliza took the towel and looked around her. ‘Where are my things? My gown? My shoes?’

‘Oh, don’t worry about those,’ Grace said. ‘I’ve left you a nightdress and some slippers on the chair over there. Put them on and then come out and I’ll take you to your room.’

This is it, Eliza thought, as she carefully dried her hair and body, this is the night when I will become a kept woman who no man will want to marry once the Laird is done with me. I will be a pariah, she thought, a fallen woman. Once again fear gripped her stomach and it was all she could do to slip on the white cotton nightdress and brush her hair. I should be making myself as foul as possible, I shouldn’t be getting ready. What if he’s cruel and harsh? What if it hurts? A whole load of questions were whirling around her head causing her to feel quite dizzy. She was suddenly exhausted and scared and lonely and depressed. 

A knock on the door jolted her out of herself. 

‘Are you finished girl? You’re taking forever to get ready.’

‘Y-yes. I’m ready.’

The door opened and Grace entered beaming. ‘Well, you look so much better now. Leave the towel there and follow me.’ Grace took a candle holder from a nearby dresser and nodded in the direction of the door.

Terrified, Eliza reluctantly followed Grace upstairs to the hallway of the house. The housekeeper explained that this would not be the normal way Eliza would be expected to move about the house. However, Grace had to speak to Patrick, the estate manager who she knew would be locking down the house at that time. Sure enough, the man the Laird had referred to as Hepburn, was standing with a large bundle of iron keys as they reached the hallway.

‘Patrick, the very man,’ Grace said. ‘Would you be able to ask the Laird...’

Eliza stopped listening to them and looked around. Maybe she could escape. Maybe she could run away and start her new life away from this place. She looked at the door and was dismayed to see all the locks on it. She felt someone was looking at her and realised that both Hepburn and Grace were staring at her.

‘I hope you’re not thinking of running for it,’ the estate manager said with a chuckle.

‘I...’

‘Not after the Laird making such a generous offer.’ He grinned and his eyes twinkled in the candlelight.

‘Generous offer?’ Eliza felt anger suddenly boil inside her. ‘I had no choice, but to come here. He said he would kill my uncle if I...’

‘Seth Dankworth is a two-bit thief and drunkard who doesn’t deserve your pity,’ Hepburn replied. ‘You could have said no.’

‘I couldn’t let him kill him.’

She saw Grace throw the man a quizzical look and then Hepburn laughed. ‘He wasn’t being serious.’

‘Really? Well, he’s not the man he used to be,’ she said.

‘Well, neither would you be if your kin had just been murdered,’ he replied.

Grace looked like she was going to say something else, but thought better of it. ‘Just pass the message on, will you?’

‘Yes, of course.’

Grace turned to her young charge. ‘Now missy, let’s get you to bed.’

Eliza could barely follow her up the ornate stairway, her knees felt so weak. They got to the top of the landing and turned right into a candlelit hallway. Painted white, the walls were lined with oil paintings showing pastoral scenes. There were rugs on the floor and the occasional table on which sat yet more vases. Grace led her halfway down and then came to a door. She pulled the door knob and yanked it open.

Oh God, Grace thought, white fear squeezing her heart, this is it. He’ll be in here waiting for me.

But, as she followed Grace into the darkened room, she found that it was not a room at all, but a smaller stairwell with a wooden spiral staircase leading up. Candlestick in hand, Grace led her upstairs to the very top of the house and took her into yet another corridor. This time it was sparsely decorated. No pictures were hung on the walls and no tables lined the walls. 

She was in the servant’s quarters. 

What’s going on? Eliza wondered as she followed the housekeeper to the very end of the corridor where there was a small bedroom. It was no more than ten feet wide, with a tiny window, but it was comfortably furnished with a bed, a clothes chest and a small table on which stood a mirror and an unlit candle in its holder.

‘The master says you are to stay in this room,’ Grace said as she turned back the covers on the bed. ‘I hope you realise how lucky you are. Servants normally have to share when they first come here.’

‘But - ‘Servants? She wasn’t to be a servant. She was to be his mistress. Wasn’t she? She daren’t say so, in case it was true. She would be happy to be a servant. She hoped she was to be a servant and not a...

‘Right into bed with you, lass,’ the housekeeper said patting the bedclothes. She waited until Eliza had got into bed and then pulled the covers over her. ‘I’ll wake you in the morning. Good night.’

‘Good night.’

Skirts swishing, Grace left the room taking the light with her.

As Eliza lay in bed, she wondered what was happening. The evening had been such a blur. Was she to be a servant now? What happened to the Laird’s bargain with her to be his mistress? No doubt, I’ll find out in the morning, she thought sleepily as the exhaustion of the day washed over her. Her body felt heavy with tiredness and she finally succumbed to it to the deep comfortable warmth of sleep. For now, she was safe. For now, she was comfortable. For now, that would do.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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It was no use. No matter how hard she tried, she could not get back to sleep. Exhausted as she was, the events of the last day had been whirling around in her head and she could not switch them off. They had woken her from her slumbers sometime in the wee small hours and had been tormenting her ever since. It hadn’t helped that there was a full moon that night and the clear, silvery light was beaming through the small window in her room illuminating the sparse furnishings. She lay there for a few minutes in agony about her lack of sleep. She tried turning away from the moonlight, putting her head under the covers, using her hair to block its mocking light from her eyes, but nothing worked. Ever practical, she decided the only way to do it was to cover the window with something. She got out of bed and put her bare feet on the icy cold floorboards. Ignoring the chill, she grabbed her shawl and tiptoed to the window. As she was arranging it over the window and wondering how to attach it to the wall, a glint of yellow light caught her eye. She looked out and searched for it. Situated at the rear of the house, the room had a view of some woodlands. All looked dark and foreboding, there was no sign of any light. She must have just seen a star or something. No, wait, yes, there it was again, the light of a lantern slowly making its way through the trees. She watched, curious to see who was out and about so late at night. The lantern made its way slowly through the woods and emerged close to the house. Its dull light reflected off the body of a tall, broad-shouldered hooded man who was steadily marching towards the back door of the mansion. Following him, their bodies outlined by the moonlight, were six others, all hooded and each carrying weapons and sacks. 

From her eyrie, Eliza observed them pause at the back door. The leader knocked, the door opened immediately and the men went inside. 

How strange, she thought.

Eliza stepped away from the window, her task forgotten, and wondered. Who were those men? What were they doing in the house? And who let them in?

Curiosity getting the better of her, she draped her shawl around her shoulders. Pausing briefly to slip on her shoes, she went to her bedroom door and opened it. The hallway was in darkness save for the moon beams streaming through a skylight window. She stood at the doorway of her room and listened for signs that anyone was still awake. From behind the closed doors of the other female servants she could hear the soft sounds of snoring and muttering in their sleep. They were out for the count. Taking a deep breath, she tiptoed along the corridor until she reached the servant’s stairwell. Barely pausing to think about what she was doing; she started her descent of the darkened stairwell.

She emerged out of the door on the ground floor and found herself once again in the main entrance hall of the house. Now empty, the hallway was illuminated by numerous candles flickering silently in their sconces and a fire blazed in the marble fireplace. Making sure no-one was about she crept out of the doorway and scuttled across to the large marble staircase. Hiding in its shadows, she listened for sounds of movement and was not disappointed. Male voices drifted out of a doorway to the right of the main entrance. They were talking quietly and she could not make out what they were saying. They seemed to be discussing some type of business, but what she could not say. Every now and again, the Laird’s voice interjected, but his words were muffled and unclear. Curious to know what was going on, she emerged from the shadows of the staircase and silently crept out into the hallway. She placed herself against the wall and slowly tiptoed towards the room.

The door was open just enough to allow her to peer into the room. It was the Laird’s private library and packed ceiling to floor with bookcases groaning with leather-bound tomes. At the far end, a large mahogany desk was placed in front of a blazing fire, and sitting at it, encased in a large leather chair was the Laird. He was holding court with a group of men – the men who had walked in from the forest, she realised - and they seemed to be discussing a deal gone wrong.

‘Don’t take it from him,’ the Laird said, ‘you know he’s trying to get more money from us. Tell him, if he can’t accept the price we offer, we’ll take our business elsewhere.’

‘I already did, sir, and he laughed in my face,’ the tallest of the men replied. Was he the one who had carried the lantern? Eliza wondered.

‘Well, it’s not good enough,’ the Laird replied. He sighed and sat back on his chair. ‘We really need to find another supplier. I’m getting tired of Monsieur Fortin and his games.’ 

‘So, what’s the next job, then, Boss?’ the big man said. ‘Me and the boys are keen to get going again.’

‘Patience, Gus. I’m still working on a plan. I’m thinking we should...’ And then he paused. And then he looked around at the door well where Eliza was spying. His eyes, green and piercing, froze her to the spot, trapping her in a fathomless gaze. Unable to move or look away she could only watch and wait until he freed her. Seconds felt like hours until at last he slowly blinked and the spell was broken. Eliza felt control return to her arms and legs.

‘What is it, Boss?’ someone inside the room said. ‘Is someone there?’

‘No,’ the Laird replied. ‘I was imagining things.’

With a sharp intake of breath, Eliza quickly pulled away from the door and ran. Not caring if she was heard, she sprinted back to the servant’s stairwell, yanked the door open and rushed inside. Pulling the door closed tightly, she took a breath before bolting upstairs two stairs at a time. She did not stop running until she was back in her own room and under the bed clothes. Pulling her covers up over her ears, she lay there panting, unsure what had just happened. How did he...? What did he do to ...? All these unfinished questions flitted through her head. She took a deep breath and then blew out in an effort to get her breathing under control. Her heart was beating wildly. He had seen her. He knew she had been spying. She lay there trembling for some time, expecting to hear the sound of the Laird’s footsteps on the corridor floor. She visualised her door being wrenched open, rough hands dragging her from her bed and someone demanding an explanation. But it never came.
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IT WAS STILL DARK WHEN Eliza was woken later that morning by someone gently shaking her shoulder. She started.

‘Eliza, time to get up dear,’ a soft voice said.

Head still heavy with sleep, it took her some moments before she opened her eyes to see who was calling. A young woman who looked to be about her own age, was standing at her bedside, candlestick in hand, smiling down at her. She was small, thin and her dark hair was tied neatly in a bun on top of her head.

‘Come on lazy bones,’ the girl said. She placed the candlestick on the bedside table and pulled back Eliza’s covers.  Eliza shivered in the cold. ‘Up and at ‘em.’

Eliza slowly sat up in bed and looked around her wondering where she was. Then the incidents of the previous night came flooding back to her. Ah, she was in the big house and she was now a servant of the new Laird. Oh, and he had caught her spying. She looked guiltily at the servant.

‘Come on,’ the girl urged, ‘get up and get dressed. We’ve got plenty of work to do before we get any breakfast.’

The girl introduced herself as Agnes, the house’s only maid and chatted away whilst Eliza dressed. Agnes had brought her a maid’s outfit in a grey wool.

‘Perfect for a draughty house like this,’ the girl said. ‘I’m so glad I’ve finally got some help,’ she added as she helped Eliza with her corset. ‘It’s such a big house and such hard work. Plus, it will be nice to have someone about my own age to talk to. Things have been a bit... well, depressing since the Laird and his lady were... you know...’

Eliza pulled her skirt on. ‘I heard something about that. Weren’t they killed in their carriage coming home from somewhere?’

‘Yeah, they reckon it was highwaymen that got them. Took all their valuables and then slit them from ear to ear.’ Agnes’ voice was rich with intrigue. ‘I don’t reckon it was highwaymen, though...’

‘You don’t?’

‘No, I think it was a demon or the Devil himself that did it. I’ve never heard of highwaymen in this part of the country, neither has ma Da. He said it must have been something evil and do you know why?’

Eliza pulled on the grey jacket. ‘No, why?’

‘Because they never took Her Ladyship’s gold cross necklace, that’s why. She was a Papist, you know. Ma Da said it would have burnt them to touch it.’ Agnes picked up the candle again and waited patiently whilst Eliza brushed her hair and pinned it into a bun. ‘Of course, we’ll never know cos there were no witnesses. Ma Da said they did find hoof prints in the mud nearby, but he says that could have been made by the carriage horses, which, by the way, were the only creatures left alive.’

‘Yes, I’d heard they murdered the coachman too.’

Agnes dramatically ran a finger across her own throat. ‘Slit him from ear to ear. Poor sod. He was a nice man John was. Didn’t deserve that.’ She took a breath and observed Eliza. ‘That you ready now? Good. Come on, I’ll show you the ropes.’

Eliza was relieved that she was not to become the Laird’s lover, but wondered why he had said it was to be so. She puzzled this as she followed Agnes down some back stairs to collect the fire cleaning buckets and brushes. It didn’t make sense. Why would he not just say she was to be his maid? Maybe he had been so repulsed by her on the carriage ride last night that he had changed his mind. He had certainly objected to her scent and insisted she take a bath. She bristled at the memory of this but decided to put it out of her mind. Whatever had happened, she was glad she was not to be a rich man’s plaything. She didn’t mind being a maid. She was hard-working and liked to be busy. This might suit her after all.
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FOR THE FIRST HOUR or so, Agnes showed Eliza the ropes. Although the house was full of fireplaces, most of them had not been lit for a long time and sat with their hearths readymade. Instead, they cleaned and re-lit the fireplaces in the servant’s areas downstairs and in the only other room the Laird insisted there be a fire.

As they entered the main hallway, Eliza became aware that Agnes was frowning at the hall fireplace.

‘That’s strange,’ she muttered as she went to inspect the grate. The roaring fire from the previous night was now a dark grey pile of ash. ‘This fire has been lit. This fire is never lit, except on particularly chilly days.’ She shrugged. ‘Ah well, that’s another hearth we’ll need to clean and remake. Follow me.’

Agnes led her into the Laird’s library, the very place where the men had met last night. It was a large room, packed floor to ceiling with bookcases groaning with leather-bound tomes. But Agnes seemed not to notice. Oblivious to the splendour of the bookshelves, she went straight for the fireplace and set to work. Eliza followed at a slower pace, mesmerised by the masculine feel of the room and the secrets of its shelves. She wondered what books were there, who they were written by and what they might say. She gawped at the sheer number of tomes.

Agnes chuckled. ‘It’s impressive, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘Although I wouldn’t thank you for all that reading. I’ve not got space in my head for all that learning. Besides, I’m too busy during the day and too tired at night. Do you like to read?’

Eliza thought of the novel she had tucked away under her mattress upstairs. A book she had yet to have the pleasure of reading. ‘Yes, I like to read when I can.’

‘S’good. I never really got into it. Learned my alphabet alright, but never had to use it since,’ Agnes said as she knelt down at the fireplace and began to sweep the ashes into a pan. Eliza knelt down to help.

The two girls worked quickly and soon had the fireplace cleaned and re-set. Then it was time for breakfast in the servant’s dining hall downstairs. There, Agnes told Eliza, she would meet the rest of the staff.

‘There’s not that many of us,’ Agnes said as she took her back downstairs. ‘I don’t know why. I suppose with it only being the Laird now he doesn’t need that many folk to look after him.’
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GRACE WAS ALREADY SEATED at a large wooden table in a room next to the kitchen when the girls arrived downstairs. Seated next to her was Patrick Hepburn and the other man who had been in her house the previous night. He was introduced as stableman Alec Barr. Sitting across from him was the new coachman, Bert Tweedie. He nodded as Grace introduced him. Then a woman in her early 20s came into the room carrying a plate of fresh bread.

‘And this is Martha, our scullery maid,’ Grace added. 

‘Hello,’ Martha said taking her seat next to Grace.

‘Please, have a seat and tuck in,’ Grace said indicating to an empty chair beside Tweedie.

‘Everyone, this is Eliza Hart, our new maid,’ Grace finished. ‘Eliza joined us last night.’

‘Yeah, we brought her, remember?’ Tweedie said with a guffaw.

‘Yes, but Martha and Agnes did not know that,’ Grace said impatiently.  She turned to Eliza. ‘So, how did your first morning go? Did Agnes show you the ropes alright?’

‘Fine, Mrs MacAlpine. Agnes is a good teacher,’ Eliza replied. She accepted the plate of bread from Martha and took a slice. She looked across the table at the other plates which were full of fried eggs, sausages and bacon. There was a jug of fresh milk, newly made butter and a whole round of cheddar cheese. She had never seen so much food in one go. Her belly rumbled in anticipation. Maybe this place won’t be so bad after all, she thought.

‘You’ll like it here,’ Grace replied as if reading her mind.

‘I’m sure I will,’ Eliza said. Then she said: ‘What’s he like?’ 

‘Who?’

‘The Laird.’

‘Master MacLean is young, but he’s a good man,’ Grace interjected. ‘Of course, he had that terrible tragedy recently with his mother and father being killed...’

‘What happened? I heard they had been attacked...’

‘We don’t talk about it,’ Grace replied. ‘The Master doesn’t want to hear anyone talk about it, so we just get on with our work as normal. You’ll find he’s a good master and fair. You’ll be treated well here so long as you do your job.’

‘And you don’t pry,’ Agnes giggled.

Eliza’s stomach lurched. Did she know? ‘What do you mean?’

‘Well...’ the young girl said leaning forward in her chair.

‘What she means is this,’ Grace interjected sharply. ‘You don’t go into the Master’s private spaces unless invited. That’s his library, which you only go into to clean, and you most certainly do not ever enter his bedroom. You don’t snoop through his mail and you do not go into the barn at the stables.’

‘Why can’t I go into the barn at the stables?’ Now Eliza’s curiosity was piqued.

Martha’s eyes widened. She shot Eliza a warning look and shook her head slowly.

‘You just don’t, that’s all!’ Grace retorted. ‘Now, when the pair of you have finished breakfast, there’s the public rooms to dust and clean. I know the Master doesn’t have many people in the house anymore, but we must keep up standards in case he does.’

Well, that’s a lie, Eliza thought remembering the men in the library the previous night.

After breakfast, Eliza once again followed Agnes upstairs. When they were out of earshot of the others, Eliza could not contain her curiosity. ‘What’s in the barn at the stables?’ she asked as the girls gathered some more pails and brushes from a cupboard.

Agnes looked around, making sure no-one could hear. ‘Well, they say that’s where he keeps the carriage where his mum and dad were murdered. It’s supposed to be soaked in blood. Why anyone would keep such a thing, I don’t know.’

‘Surely, he would have gotten rid of it?’

‘Apparently not, but then that’s not the only strange thing that has happened around here since he got back from his tour. Mrs MacAlpine said he was away on a Grand Tour of France and Italy and was coming home anyway when his parents got killed. He arrived the day after it happened. It was terrible. When he found out, there was such a lot of screaming. I thought it would never stop. It was if the Devil himself was in the house.’

‘Really?’ Eliza was intrigued.

‘Yeah, and they never caught who did it, you know!’ she added.

‘Girls! What are you doing standing here chatting in the hall. Get on with it!’ Grace MacAlpine stood behind them, hands on hips. ‘And no more gossiping Agnes Brown. You don’t know the facts, so don’t repeat the hearsay.’

Agnes hung her head; her face flushed with embarrassment. ‘Yes, Mrs MacAlpine.’

‘Now, get, the both of you!’
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DAYS WENT BY AND ELIZA slowly realised the Laird was not going to berate her for spying on him that night. She relaxed into the quiet life of the mansion, doing her work and enjoying the jolly banter between her new workmates. In Agnes, she found a good friend and the pair of them worked well together. Grace was more aloof in her role as housekeeper, but kind, and the men, all of them working outside the house, were friendly and warm. But still something about the place bothered her. She could not forget the night the strange men came to visit the Laird and what was the big secret behind the barn?

Two weeks after she had come to the house, Eliza mustered enough courage to start to explore the gardens and outhouses of the estate. She had been told she could wander where she wanted, except the barn, so, when she had an hour to herself one early evening, she grabbed her shawl and left the house.

Drumford House was set in a beautiful formal garden tended to by the Head Gardener, Scott Henry and a boy from the village. There was a stunning collection of foreign plants and bushes collected, she was told, by the current Laird’s late father during his youth. She particularly loved the rhododendrons and was delighted to see that their beautiful vibrant pink flowers that were just beginning to bud. It wouldn’t be long before they were open. 

The formal garden path led down to a door in a tall wall. Through it, she knew, was the enclosed kitchen garden and beyond that the stables.

It was a bright, clear day with no sign of rain, so she took herself through the kitchen garden to the stables where the Laird has his hunting and the carriage horses. Behind the stone building was a large stone-built barn. Maybe she would look in that another day. For now, she was off to see the horses. She had always loved animals and was keen on horses, despite never having learned to ride. 

The stable-hand, Alec, was mucking out a stall when she arrived. He was a tall skinny youth with red hair and freckles. He nodded as she entered before returning to shovelling horse muck into a wooden wheelbarrow. She sauntered down the stalls, inhaling the smell of hay and manure, pausing to pat the curious carriage horses at the doors to their stalls as she went. There were four carriage horses in each of the first four stalls, but two other stalls were occupied too. At the stall at the far end, in all his glory, was a beautiful hunting stallion whom Alex told her was called Hercules. He was a strong, stubborn beast, tall with a proud handsome head and intelligent eyes. Eliza felt uncertain as to whether she should approach the horse. She knew he could be difficult from the talk of the servants in the servant’s hall, but she approached none-the-less and was rewarded when the horse came over and nuzzled her hand.

‘Hello boy,’ she said softly. ‘You’re a handsome lad, aren’t you?’

‘He likes you,’ said a voice behind her.

She jumped, turned and found herself face-to-face with the Laird. She felt the earth wobble beneath her and her stomach lurch into her throat. Oblivious, Jared McLean grinned at her, showing a perfect set of white teeth. There was amusement in his eyes and he was even more handsome that she remembered. She stepped back from the horse and looked down, unsure as to whether or not she should be patting him. She suddenly felt tremulous, but she didn’t feel frightened. In fact, it was quite the opposite, she felt excited.

‘It’s alright,’ he crooned stepping forward and patting the horse affectionately on the side of its head, ‘you can pat him. You have my permission.’

‘Thank you, sir,’ she replied, unable to look him in the eye. She silently cursed herself for standing there like an idiot.

‘Do you ride?’ he asked. She could feel his eyes boring into her, but still she did not look. Her tongue felt like it had swollen to three times its usual size, preventing her from speaking. There was a long pause and she wished the ground would open up and swallow her.

‘Has the cat got your tongue?’ Jared asked.  ‘I don’t bite, you know.’ There was a lightness in his tone that made her look up. She blushed as their eyes met.

‘No...I...’ Oh Lord, what was she going to say to him? 

‘What’s your name again, girl?’

‘It’s Eliza, sir.’ Surely, he hadn’t forgotten already? She felt a pang of disappointment and didn’t know why.

‘And how are you enjoying working for me?’

She looked at him. ‘Very much so, sir.’

‘Glad to hear it,’ he said giving the horse a nose scratch. It whinnied in delight.

‘I asked if you rode.’

‘I’ve never been taught, sir.’

‘Well, maybe I’ll take you out someday, would you like that?’

‘Yes, I would, very much.’

They stood patting the horses in silence. Then she said: ‘I never did get a chance to thank you, sir.’

‘What for?’

‘For saving me from my uncle.’

‘That man is a beast.’

‘Yes. Thank you all the same.’

They exchanged a look and something passed between them that she could not quite fathom. It was deep and meaningful and ... Oh, she could get lost in those eyes. Those gorgeous green eyes. They were beautiful. He was beautiful. Jared Maclean was stunning and he took her breath away. In the dull light of the stables, he looked so much older and worldly wise than he had before. He was tall and slim, yes, but there was a masculine air about him that wiped out his boyish good looks and replaced them with something ... intriguing. 

‘Sir, do you need Hercules saddled?’ Alec said breaking the spell between them.

Jared turned and smiled at the stableboy. ‘No, don’t worry. I can do that myself.’

Alec nodded and returned to his work. Then Jared turned the full beams of his interest back on Eliza. She withered slightly under his gaze, but was still caught in those eyes.

‘Um...I’d best be getting back,’ she stuttered. ‘Grace will be looking for me.’

‘Must you go so soon?’ he asked taking a step towards her. That flustered her.

‘I must.  Goodbye, sir.’

‘Goodbye, Eliza.’

She could feel his eyes on her back as she hurried out of the stable block. Her heart was pounding; her mouth was dry and all she could think about was chastising herself for acting so foolishly in front of the Laird.  

‘Ooh, I could smack myself,’ she muttered loudly as she made her way back through the garden. ‘He must think I’m a fool.’

She passed Martha hurrying in the opposite direction as she walked through the walled garden.

‘The Laird? Have you seen him?’ Martha puffed.

‘He’s down at the stables. Why?’ Eliza couldn’t understand the rush.

‘Mr Hay is here and wishes to see him immediately.’
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Eliza returned to the kitchen just as Grace was fussing over the stove. The kettle had been put on to boil and she was busy setting a tea tray with the Laird’s best china. There was the aroma of wood burning and something bread-like was baking in the oven.

‘What’s going on?’ Eliza wanted to know. Surely all this fuss wasn’t about one man?

‘Mr Hay is here with a captain from the Redcoats,’ Grace replied. ‘If they’re both here that means there’s trouble somewhere. An army captain just doesn’t drop into the house for nothing. Oh, I don’t know whether to serve them tea or if the Master wants to offer them something else. Go upstairs and see what he wants, will you, while I get the tea ready just in case? If they haven’t already been shown, show them into the library.’

Eliza bobbed a curtsey and hurried upstairs her boots tapping as she took the wooden stairs two at a time. 

In the entranceway, she found a well-built older man in fine clothing and footwear standing holding his hat. He had the face of a seasoned boozer and the belly of a gourmand. Beside him, dressed in the red coat and buff trousers of the British army, was a bewigged and smug-looking younger man. He was tall and athletic, and would have been handsome except for a large scar that went from his left cheek down to his jaw. He had his hat tucked under his arm and was talking animatedly about smuggling in the area. The older man quietened him with a hand gesture as she approached.

‘Ah, at last,’ the older man said, ‘someone who can tell us if the Laird is available.’

Eliza curtsied. ‘I’ve to show you into the library, sir,’ she said. ‘Follow me, please.’

She walked to the library door and entered, both men in tow. Once she had settled them on the winged leather seats next to the fire, she asked: ‘Mrs MacAlpine would like to know if you would like some tea.’

From his chair, the older man leaned back and grimaced. ‘Tea? Tea? Haven’t you got something better and stronger?’ he grunted.

‘I...I...’

‘Eliza!’ It felt like Jared was speaking directly into her ear and it made her jump. She could almost feel his breath on her neck. The fact that he was a few feet away behind her caused her to start, but she quickly regained her composure. ‘Please ask Mrs MacAlpine to fetch a good bottle of wine from the cellar for my guests.’

She dropped her head and curtsied.

‘And my best crystal!’ he added as she made for the door.

‘Now you’re talking Maclean,’ the man said with a gruff smile. ‘Nothing better on a cold spring evening than a fine bottle of wine.’
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TEN MINUTES LATER, Grace had fetched the bottle of red and laid a silver tray with fine crystal wine glasses all the way from Edinburgh. With an expert hand, she uncorked the bottle sending up a wave of fruity scent, and placed it next to the glasses. She handed it all to Eliza to take up.

Feeling uneasy about the visitors though without knowing why, Eliza carefully carried the tray up to the hallway and placed it on an occasional table next to the library door. She too a breath, knocked and waited for Jared to reply.

‘Come in, Eliza,’ came the muffled response and she opened the door.

The visitors were now seated in chairs in front of Jared’s desk and the Laird was behind it. He brightened when he saw her enter with the wine.

‘Put it here, will you Eliza?’ he asked motioning to his desk. He smiled at her as she placed it in front of him. ‘Will you pour for me and my guests?’

‘Yessir.’

As she went about pouring the wine into the glasses, she could feel the eyes of the visitors on her. Taking her time so as not to waste a drop, she carefully poured the wine as the men got down to business.

‘So, what can I do for you Charles?’ Jared wanted to know.

‘Well, Jared,’ the other man said, ‘we’ve come about the worrying business of smuggling. You see, myself as the local Magistrate and Captain Greenway here have been coming down hard on smugglers. We’ve been carrying out a lot of night-time raids all over the county and we’ve come for permission to stake out your land.’

Eliza handed a wine glasses to the visitors and listened keenly.

‘I don’t have a problem with smuggling,’ Jared replied taking his own glass from the tray.

‘I beg to differ, young sir,’ Hay said. ‘A boat was seen off your beach the other night. A boat, we believe was carrying contraband wine and tea.’

‘Wine and tea, you say? Interesting.’ Jared sat back on his chair and placed a foot on his desk. Hay openly bristled.

‘Do you know anything of it?’ the captain asked.

‘No. I know nothing of it,’ Jared answered. He was relaxed and seemed not at all phased by this information.

The Magistrate did not look convinced. He leaned forward on his chair and his eyes narrowed as he studied the Laird. ‘Well, I’m telling you there’s smuggling going on around these parts, Jared, and we need to stamp it out.’ He sat back in his seat and studied his wine glass and its contents. ‘This is a very fine wine. How did you come to get it?’

‘What are you suggesting?’ Jared’s voice was calm, but Eliza could see a flash of irritation in his eyes.

‘Well, it’s French, isn’t it?’ 

‘Yes, what of it?’

‘Where did you buy it?’

Jared removed his foot from the desk and leaned forward. ‘Are you accusing me of something, cousin?’

‘No, not at all. I was just wondering.’

‘I purchased this wine from a legitimate wine dealer in Glasgow along with eleven other bottles. Does that satisfy your curiosity, sir?’

Hay stared at the Laird and did not reply.

‘I’m pleased to hear that,’ the redcoat captain said. He seemed oblivious to the obvious rankle between the two men. ‘But, that’s by-the-by. We still have an issue with smuggling and we need your help to stamp it out.’

Jared turned his attention to the captain. ‘Well, if there wasn’t so much duty on the items they’re bringing in, surely the smuggling would stop?’

‘It’s not for us to decide whether there’s duty put on items, or not,’ the captain snapped.

‘What does it matter if the King’s coffers are down a trifling bit?’ Jared replied.

‘Now, now, young Jared, what you’re saying is verging on treason,’ Hay interjected. ‘You and I know fine well that the Government, not the King, has every right to raise taxes. We are still at war with France. We have Boney on the run and I think he’ll be defeated before long, but our troops need more munitions and the taxes pay for that.’

‘Meanwhile, ordinary people suffer because they cannot afford to pay for food,’ Jared said.

‘That is of no consequence for the Government,’ Hay replied. ‘Anyway, what does that matter? You and I both know that as local Lairds, it is our duty to uphold the law, root out these people and make them pay for their illegal actions.’

‘And we need your permission to set up traps along your coastline,’ Captain Greenway added.

Jared looked thoughtful then realised Eliza was still standing there waiting to be dismissed. ‘That’ll be all Eliza.’

‘Yes, sir.’ She curtsied and made for the door. As she exited the library, she heard the captain say: ‘We want to catch these blighters and have them swing for their acts.’

She shuddered and shut the door behind her.

*****
[image: image]


IT WAS NEARLY AN HOUR before the men left and Eliza was just about to sit down to dinner when the library bell rang. As she was already standing and everyone else had taken their seats at the table, she offered to go. Besides, she wanted to see Jared again. She was becoming quite fond of the young Laird. He intrigued her.

Jared was standing at the marble fireplace facing the fire when she entered the library. With both hands on the mantle, head bowed, he was staring intently into the flames. Eliza wondered how he stood the heat. He seemed lost in thought and did not turn around when she entered.

‘You rang, sir?’ 

He turned and smiled. ‘Good, you are exactly who I want to see. Please take a seat.’ He indicated to one of fire-side chairs. She sat down slowly and watched as he strode to the desk and poured himself another glass of wine.

‘I wanted to talk to you about the other night,’ he said as he lifted the glass and made his way to the other chair. He paused and took a sip from the wine. Then he turned his attention to Eliza. She could not look at him, but choose to pick at imaginary fluff on her skirt. ‘The other night, you were in the hall spying.’

Fear grabbed her heart in a vice-like grip and she felt the colour drain from her face. She looked up at him with wide eyes. ‘I wasn’t, sir, I promise. At least, I didn’t mean to.’

‘I saw you and I smelled you.’ He narrowed his eyes and studied her reaction.

He smelled her? How was that possible? Was she still stinking? She sniffed and could only smell the scent of the burning logs on the fire. ‘I – er – I don’t know what to say,’ she replied, looking down and twisting her fingers in her lap. ‘I couldn’t sleep and I...’

‘The men you saw here that night were friends of mine,’ Jared said. ‘They were here to speak to me about estate business and that is all. Do you understand?’

‘Yessir.’

‘So, if Mr Hay or Captain Greenway ever ask you about strange goings on around this house or estate, I want you to tell them nothing.’

She felt his eyes pierce her soul. ‘No, of course not, sir.’

‘Good.’ He put his wine glass down and leaned forward. ‘Do I have your word on this, Eliza?’

She looked up again into those bright green eyes and got lost in them for a moment. ‘Yessir, you do.’

‘Good, now go away and get your dinner, you must be famished.’

She didn’t need a second invitation. She leapt to her feet. ‘I am, sir,’ she said bobbing a curtsey and hurrying out of the room. Heart beating wildly in her chest, she closed the library door and paused for a moment to regain her composure. Now she knew for sure something fishy was going on in Drumford House.
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LATER THAT SAME NIGHT, as she lay in bed, Eliza wondered at the strange goings-on of that evening. Firstly, there was the visit of the local Magistrate and the redcoat captain. They were talking about smuggling, but the Laird didn’t seem that eager to help them track down the smugglers. As the local law enforcer, that was odd. Then there was her interview with Jared later on. So, that is what was going on the other night, she thought, the men who came to visit were smugglers and the Laird is involved in it up to his neck. She didn’t know whether to applaud or turn him in.

Smuggling had been going on around the coastline for as long as she could remember and it was carried out by men keen to prevent their families from starving. Although there were jobs on the land, the wages were often not enough to keep up with high inflation put in place across the whole country by a London government. And the last few years, as the war with France raged on, things had grown steadily worse for the poor. There were fewer goods getting into the country and prices of food such as grain and meat were sky high. It was no wonder that some turned to illegal activities to keep food in the mouths of their families and a roof over their head.

But why was the Laird involved? Surely his family was rich enough to afford not to get involved?

She asked Agnes if the Laird was struggling financially the next morning and the young maid soon put her right.

‘Look, don’t repeat this, but I overheard Mrs MacAlpine talking to the estate manager, Mr Hepburn, and she said she had heard that the Laird hadn’t inherited as much money as he had thought he would – his later father had gambled some of it away - and that the estate wasn’t bringing in anything like the cash it needed to.’

‘What did Mr Hepburn say?’

‘He didn’t say anything that I could hear. He mumbled something to her and they both shut up after that.’ Agnes studied her. ‘Why do you want to know anyway? Have you heard the same thing?’

‘No, I just wondered, that’s all.’ She chanced her arm with another question. ‘So, if the Laird hasn’t got much money, how can he afford to keep all this going?’ 

They were in the drawing room, a place that was never used, but had to be kept spotlessly clean none-the-less, according to Grace MacAlpine. It was a beautifully furnished room with exquisite silk covered sofas and chairs, dark wooden tables, heavy silver candlesticks and gorgeous oil paintings of family members adorning the walls. A beautiful family picture of the current Laird as a boy with his parents hung over the marble fireplace. It was Eliza’s favourite.

‘I don’t know, but it explains why there’s only you and me cleaning the place, doesn’t it? A big house like this should have lots more staff in it, don’t you think?’ Agnes said.

Eliza had not really thought about it, but it did make sense.

‘Do you know what else is funny?’ Agnes said, pausing her dusting of the mantle. ‘Don’t you think it’s weird that you never see the Laird during the day? He’s always up at night.’

‘I saw him at the stables yesterday.’

‘In the morning?’

‘No, it was early evening, just before those men came.’

‘So, you never saw him before that?’

‘No.’

‘Hmm.’

‘Well, that doesn’t mean anything,’ Eliza said remembering her uncle and his nocturnal habits. ‘Maybe, he’s just a late riser and stays up late at night to read or something.’

‘He never eats here either,’ Agnes observed.

‘He doesn’t?’

‘No, Grace says she used to make him a meal every night, but he never eats it so she stopped doing it. She thinks he must slip out and go down the village or something.’

‘But, there’s only the pub and I don’t see him going there, I wouldn’t have thought it was his type of place.’ The village pub was the converted bottom half of a stone house. She had never been inside, but knowing that it was a favourite haunt of Seth’s, she doubted it would be anything that a Laird with all his gentlemanly manners and education would enjoy frequenting.

‘Who knows?’ Agnes said. ‘But, he’s as thin as a rake and needs a good feed, I reckon.’

Eliza mulled over what Agnes had told her all that day. She could not shake the feeling that something was not quite right at this estate. There was a Laird that nobody saw all day, a nasty murder of his parents, smuggling of goods, and a mysterious barn that no-one was allowed to enter. She just could not put the pieces together, so, when it was time to go to bed, Eliza waited until she was sure the household were sleeping before slipping downstairs again. She was going to see what was in that barn if it was the last thing she would do. It was the key to all this; she was sure of it.
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IT WAS DARK OUTSIDE and the moon was tucked snugly behind a low blanket of cloud, but she couldn’t risk bringing a lantern. In the rich darkness of the night, a lone light would be immediately spotted, people would be sent to investigate and she would be caught. Instead, she paused at the back door and allowed her eyes to adjust to the darkness. She still could not see well, but it was better than before. Carefully, she moved her way down the garden path, feeling the way with her feet and stumbling over dark shapes on the ground. Twice, she bumped into unseen obstacles, but being young and fit soon righted herself and kept walking. Her feet crunched on the stones that made up the pathway, the crck-crck-crck of her footsteps too loud on a windless night.  She was aware of everything, scared she would be found out, uncertain of the shadows that loomed everywhere, excited to finally find out the Laird’s secret.

She reached the far end of the walled kitchen garden and paused to look around. So far, so good. The house was still in darkness and she was sure no-one had followed her. One hand against the rough garden wall, she felt her way around to the door and found it ajar. She drew in her breath. Her mind raced. There was someone else abroad. The door was never left open at night. It was kept closed to deter deer from getting at the sweet young vegetables that Mr Henry had painstakingly sewn. Should she continue? She peered through the open doorway towards the black shape that was the stable block. 

All seemed quiet.

Then she spied the tell-tale glow of a lantern in the forest beyond and she dropped to the ground. Crouching near the door sill, she watched as the lantern came out of the tree cover and stopped. There was a low whistle and a pause. Another returned it and the lantern seemed to make its own way towards the dark outline of the barn. The light was swallowed up inside.

Now what? She thought. She was of a mind to go back to the house and try again another night. But Eliza was a courageous woman and she knew that tonight was the night that some of her questions would get answered.

Mustering all the courage she could, she stood up and peered around. Everything had gone quiet again. Now is my chance, she thought, as she crept towards the barn.

It took her moments to cross the space between the garden and the stable yard, but it seemed like a lifetime. At last, she reached the rough stone wall of the stables and, keeping herself as close the wall as possible, she inched towards the double doors. They had not been closed properly and muffled male voices filtered outside. Getting as close as she dared, she peered into the crack between the door and its sill. Inside, was the faint glow of a single lantern and the dark outlines of at least three men. They were huddled together talking rapidly. She strained to hear.

‘I’m telling you it’s not a good idea. Not tonight. Greenway and his men will be patrolling.’ It was the unmistakeable voice of the Laird.

‘But, Jared, you know we have to do it tonight. There’s not another drop until the end of next month. We need to get the goods off and away to Glasgow,’ said another voice.

‘Aye, and we all need the money.’ Was that Uncle Seth? She was sure she heard his voice. What was he doing here? Then she remembered the Laird had told him he needed to work off a debt.

‘I say we wait,’ Jared replied. ‘It’s too risky. It’s not worth a jail sentence.’

‘Maybe not to you in your big house,’ Seth replied. There was a low snarl and the sound of a scuffle. Eliza heard her uncle squeal.

‘What do you mean by that, Seth Dankworth?’

‘Nothing, sir, nothing,’ Seth squeaked. 

‘You know as well as I do that these high taxes aren’t just affecting the poor. I’m barely making ends meet as it is. It’s not just my staff I’m feeding and keeping in work, but the village as well,’ Jared hissed. 

‘Aye, we know how good you’ve been, sir, especially with the old uns,’ another voice said.

‘So, you would be well to keep your mouth shut, got me?’ the Laird continued.

‘Yessir,’ replied Seth.

‘Good.’

The tension noticeably relaxed as the men went back to talking. There was a discussion about whether or not they should carry out a job that night, and a vote was taken. Jared was the only one who voted against it. 

‘So, it’s settled then,’ said another man. Eliza recognised the voice as being one of the men who had visited the Laird the other night. ‘We go now.’

There was a low grunt as Jared acquiesced.

Eliza could hear the men rustling about in the barn and realised they were getting ready to leave. She hurried into the damp undergrowth next to the forest and hid just as a man, carrying a lantern, emerged. He was followed by four others. In the gloom of the night, she could not see who was who, but she did recognise the tall, lanky body of the Laird. He went last, cautiously looking around him for any signs, she assumed, of the law. As soon as they had gone into the forest, she came out of hiding and hurried after them. The wind was a mere breath and the night was still. She would have to be as careful and as silent as possible. 

She found where the men had entered the treeline and, pausing only to take a deep breath, she plunged in. The trail was narrow and hard to follow in the darkness. The trees and undergrowth were damp and smelled earthy. Were it not for the lantern some way ahead, she would have easily gotten lost. However, with its warm light in front, she knew she was on the right trail despite stumbling several times over tree roots and being smacked in the face by low-hanging branches. The path took her through the forest to emerge at a clearing near the top of a cliff-face. Just as she was leaving the safety of the forest, she spied the silhouettes of the men walking single file down a pathway to the beach below. They must be going to North Beach, she thought as she hurried after them.

As a child, Eliza had played on the beach with other village children when she was not at school or needed at home. They had spent many happy hours splashing in the sea and collecting shells. She knew it well. 

That night, in the gloomy darkness, it would be altogether a different kettle of fish. There was getting down there safely for starters. The cliff was about 40 feet tall and, save for a narrow pathway, a sheer drop. She found the start of the path by feeling her way with her feet. With her back and hands against the cold and damp rockface, she slowly made her way down.  The waves crashed below her and she felt the ice-cold freshness of the salt air on her skin. It invigorated and scared her, for she knew that one slip of the foot and she would go tumbling into the inky water below. She shivered and adjusted her shawl on her shoulders, and pushed on.

The path came out on to the beach a few metres away from a large cave entrance. This was one place she never ventured near as a youngster for, as every child in the village knew, there was a monster living there. A creature so foul that it would steal children and eat them in one large gulp... or so the story went. As she grew up, she no longer believed in monsters, but stayed away from the area none-the-less. It wasn’t that she was scared, it was more she never had any reason to be here anymore.

The cave mouth was large and wide with a deep stream flowing out of it. It gurgled and spluttered as she crept to the cave mouth and peered in. The lantern had been placed on top of a pile of large wooden crates near the entrance and someone had lit a wall sconce at the rear of the cave. Pulling her shawl tighter, she crept inside as far as she dared and hid behind the crates. They smelled strongly of tea leaves and felt rough to the touch. They provided the perfect cover.

The five men had gathered around a 20-foot row boat that had been pulled from the stream and banked. They were looking at the Laird who was giving out instructions. They each nodded and then the group broke apart; three got into the row boat whilst the others pushed it into the water. With silent waves to the remaining smugglers, the three men in the boat rowed down the stream and out into the sea. As they went passed her hiding place, she could just make out Jared sitting at the stern, his face grim. Within a minute, they were out to sea and lost in the darkness. Taking this as her cue to leave, Eliza snuck out of the cave and on to the beach.

Once free of the cave mouth, Eliza jogged towards the cliff path. Now she had confirmed the men were indeed smuggling, it was time to find out what was hidden in the barn. She groped her way up the path, going as fast as she dared. She guessed that the Laird would not be back for a while, but she wanted to make sure she had plenty of time to inspect the barn without being caught. 

She paused as she reached the top to catch her breath and to rest her legs for a moment before going on. The climb had been hard going even for one so young as she. Taking deep breaths, she brought her breathing back to normal and hurried back towards the forest. As she entered its dark fold, she found herself face-to-face with a soldier, his gun pointed at her head. She turned to flee, but ran straight into the chest of another taller man. Heart thumping wildly, she slowly looked up but could not see the man’s face in the darkness, but she felt his warmth breath against her forehead and smelled the stale ale from it. She gasped.

‘Now what are you doing here?’ the soldier asked in an English accent. 

She looked about her wildly, trying to find a way to escape, but there was none. Before she could utter a word, she felt him grab her by the shoulders and she was spun around.

‘You’re coming with us,’ he said, his voice gruff. ‘The captain will want to speak to you.’
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They carried her just inside the treeline, where more figures waited, and put her down on her feet. In the dull light of their lamp, she immediately recognised the Redcoat captain and some of his soldiers. However, it wasn’t until he removed the hood of his cloak, that Mr Hay, the local Magistrate, made himself known.

‘Well, well, well, what have we here?’ he said holding the lantern up to her face. ‘You’re a long way from home, aren’t you girl?’

‘No, sir, I live in the big house over there. I’m a maid there,’ she gasped. She could feel her heart leap about in her chest.

‘Oh yes, I recognise you now,’ he replied peering at her. She could feel his breath on her face; it smelled of stale chewing tobacco. ‘You’re the little chit that served us some wine earlier, aren’t you?’

‘Yessir.’

‘So, what are you doing out here at this time of night, eh?’ he continued. ‘Up to no good, are you?’

‘No, sir. I was just taking a walk.’

‘At this time of night? On your own?’ It was the Redcoat captain. He sounded shocked.

She looked at him. ‘Yessir. I often take midnight walks. The fresh air and exercise help me to sleep.’

‘Is the Laird not working you hard enough, then?’ Greenway leered at her. ‘I could work you hard, lass,’ he smirked.

Eliza inwardly shuddered and stepped back. She felt the hard torso of a soldier behind her and immediately stepped forward again.

‘That’s okay, sir. I like where I am, the Laird is very good to his staff,’ she replied. Then mustering up as much courage as she could, she added: ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me, I should be getting home before I’m missed.’

She took another step forward, but found a heavy hand was slapped onto her shoulder. Hay’s hand gripped her tightly preventing her from going any further.

‘You’ll go when I say you’ll go,’ said the Magistrate. ‘Now, tell me the truth. What are you doing out and about at this time of night? You should be tucked up in bed dreaming of scrubbing floors or whatever it is maids like you dream of, not walking about in the dark. What were you up to?’

Eliza took a deep breath. ‘Alright,’ she said, her mind desperately searching for a believable excuse, ‘I’ll tell you the truth. I came out to look at the stars.’

Hay and the Redcoat captain guffawed in disbelief at her statement.

‘What does a wench like you know of astronomy?’ the older man sneered.

‘Just what I’ve read in books, sir,’ she replied.

‘You can read?’

She bristled. ‘Yes, sir. I went to the school until I was 12.’ She stared at him.

‘Don’t be so impertinent, girl! You’re lying, I can tell. What are you really doing here?’ Hay demanded.

‘Just as I said,’ she replied.

He glared at her for a few moments and she did not break his gaze. She knew that if she backed down now, she could find herself in jail for nothing. Best to look confident, she told herself even though she did not feel it.

‘Very well, I can see we are not going to get any straight answers out of you,’ Hay snarled. ‘Get away home with you, girl, before I have you arrested for being out so late.’

‘Yessir.’

She turned to go and managed to side-step the soldier who had been holding her, before she was stopped in her tracks again.

‘Wait!’

She turned back. ‘Yes?’

‘Have you seen anyone else out and about tonight?’ It was the Redcoat captain. His pale eyes scrutinised her.

‘Like who, sir? These parts are quite remote. There’s never a soul about.’

‘Like anyone who shouldn’t be out tonight. Like smugglers and vagrants.’

‘No, sir. I’ve seen no-one.’

His eyes narrowed. ‘Alright, be off with you, then.’

Heart still beating madly in her chest, Eliza willed herself to walk away slowly. She did not want to look like she was in a hurry to get anywhere lest she rouse their suspicions again, but she was desperate to escape their attentions. And then there was the Laird and the village men... 

Once she was out of the woodland and heading back to the house, she began to hurry. Head buzzing, Eliza didn’t know what to do for the best. She knew that her uncle and the Laird were down on the beach. She knew now – and she had suspected it for a day or so – that Jared was the leader of a smuggling gang. It was illegal to smuggle anything into Scotland, and the penalties for those who were caught were harsh. Only the week before, a man and his five sons had been hanged for it. While she did not care for Seth, she worried about the Laird and the rest of the men in the gang. It wasn’t their fault they had been forced into smuggling. Tough taxes and poor harvests were taking their toll on everyone, and things would be worse for everyone if they got caught. She knew most of the men probably had mouths to feed at home. What would happen to the wives and children if they went to jail or were punished by death? 

‘Damnit!’ she muttered under her breath as she hurried towards the barn. She couldn’t just leave them to their fate, but how was she going to warn them in time? She knew there was another path down to the beach, but it was some way away. If she ran, would she be able to get there before the soldiers? She didn’t know, but she had to try. Skirting the barn, Eliza headed south towards the village, but she did not go the full three miles that would take her to the place where she was born. Just on the other side from the mansion’s gated entryway, was a path that led down to the beach. She had often used it with her aunt to go and collect kelp for soap making and to pick winkles for eating. Now the pathway might be her only way of saving the young Laird and his men. 

She rushed down to the gates, turned right and found the dirt pathway down to the beach. It had been a while since she had been there, and she had never at night. However, despite the lack of light, it was as familiar to her as the main street of the village. Hurrying down the path, Eliza ignored the damp tree branches and long grasses that grabbed at her skirts and brushed her face, and pushed on. 

The path opened up onto a short grassy patch before taking her down onto the cold sands of the beach. Then the moon emerged from behind a cloud and shone the way, and she was grateful for its light. It beamed over a noisy sea and illuminated the beach well enough for her to see. Aware that the soldiers may very well be making their way down the other cliff path at that very minute, Eliza hurried along the beach fearful of being caught at any minute. She would not be able to talk her way out of it this time.

The cave was about a half mile from the path and around a rocky outcrop, but that didn’t deter her. Jogging along the beach, she arrived near the cave ten minutes later, winded and hot-faced. Pausing momentarily to catch her breath, she went into the cave mouth and made herself known to the men inside.

‘Hello?’ she called.

Two men had been busy getting hand carts ready to receive the goods and looked up at her. One of them stepped forward.

‘Who are you and what do you want?’ he demanded.

‘Eliza, that you?’ Seth asked peering out at her.

‘There’s soldiers coming,’ she gasped, still breathing heavily from her journey. Her corset felt uncomfortably tight. ‘They’re looking for smugglers.’

At the mention of soldiers, the two men leapt into action. They grabbed the torches from the cave walls and extinguished them in the small river. Then they rushed out of the cave as one.

‘What about the others?’ Eliza said.

‘It’s every man for himself,’ Seth said as he ran past. ‘And you’d be wise to scarper yourself.’

‘But they’ll be caught and hanged.’

‘That’s their look-out.’

The other man approached her. She knew him from the village. His name was Peter Grier.

‘Thanks for the warning, girl,’ he replied. ‘But you’d best be off before they get here.’

‘What about the others? You can’t leave them to be caught.’

‘We won’t,’ Peter said, holding something up. In the moonlight, she could just make out the shape of a flint-lock pistol. He raised it and fired. The pistol flashed blue, but did not fire a projectile as Eliza had expected. ‘Now, be off with you before the soldiers...’

He got no further, for just at that moment, a group of soldiers holding their rifles out before them walked in formation onto the beach and began to fire. The night was ablaze with sparks and smoke, and the acrid smell of gunpowder overpowered all else. Eliza clamped her hands over her ears, but she could still make out the scream as Grier fell backwards, dead. The moon hid herself behind a cloud once more, but in the dull light, Eliza could see was a bloom of blood seep through onto his shirt and waistcoat. Panicking and unable to think straight, Eliza’s flight or fight response blazed into action. Before she knew it, she was running into the cave, had splashed across the river and was hiding behind a rocky outcrop. Breathing heavily, trembling with shock, eyes wide with fright, she waited for them to find her.

There was a lot of shouting and more shots were fired. Then silence. 

Eliza remained in her hiding place and listened. A soft wind filtered into the cave. The waves washed Shhhh Shhhh Shhhhh against the sand. Somewhere a night animal called. But there was no sound of the soldiers or of Mr Hay.

She emerged from her hiding place and crept to the cave mouth to look out. The dark shape of Grier still lay on the beach. There was no sign of the soldiers ... then someone sneezed. Someone else shushed. There was a quiet: ‘Sorry.’ She froze. They were still there, but hiding. Now what? She thought. How am I possibly going to escape from here? She had no idea where they were positioned, but guessed either side of the cave. For if they wanted to capture the Laird and his men, that would be where she would be hiding.

She crept back further into the cave and sat down on the cold sand, pulling her shawl around her. The effects of the night, the adrenalin rush and the fear were taking their toll on her. She shivered and shook, terrified...not just for her own sake, but for the men she knew would no doubt be making their way back at that very moment. What could she do to warn them? There was nothing. To warn them was to give away her own hiding place and that would do no-one any good. She curled up into a ball and waited for the inevitable, feeling helpless and alone.

Time passed and her legs were just beginning to cramp up when, over the swoosh of the waves, she heard the clear sound of oars slapping on water. 

‘Here they come.’ She heard the captain say in a low voice to his men. ‘Get ready.’

‘Captain Greenway.’ It was the instantly recognisable voice of Jared Maclean. ‘Is that you there? I can’t quite see you in this poor light.’

‘How does he know?’ the captain whispered to the Laird.

‘I’ve got excellent hearing,’ Jared called. 

Eliza peeped out and saw the rowing boat sail up the small river. It was empty save for the young Laird who was in the process of pulling the oars back into the vessel. Where did the others go? She wondered as the redcoat captain emerged his hiding place and, followed by Charles Hay, entered the cave. They both stood by the river and waited until Jared docked the dinghy. The Laird jumped on to the sand with east and rubbed his hands.

‘Beautiful evening, is it not?’ he asked cheerfully.

‘What are you doing out rowing at this time of night?’ Hay wanted to know. His voice was harsh.

‘What business is that of yours?’ Jared snapped.

‘It’s my business if you’ve been out smuggling, Jared Maclean,’ the Magistrate retorted. 

‘And who says I’ve been doing that?’ Jared replied.

‘I think we’ll just take a look in your boat and see,’ the captain said. He turned to a soldier standing in the shadows behind him. ‘Lantern,’ he instructed. There was the sound of something metallic being opened and a flint was struck. The lantern was then lit and handed over to him. It illuminated his face giving him a creepy, monstrous look. He held the lantern aloft and peered into the rowing boat. Even from her hiding place, Eliza could see that it was empty. The captain turned to the Magistrate and shook his head. In the flickering light of the lantern, the Magistrate’s face crumpled into a snarl.

‘You think you’ve gotten away with it this time, Jared Maclean, but I know what you’ve been up to,’ he growled.

‘I haven’t been up to anything,’ Jared replied. His handsome features were in profile, but he looked jawbreakingly gorgeous from where Eliza hid. ‘I just decided to do some late-night fishing, that was all.’

‘Is that right?’ Hay snarled. He was right in Jared’s face. ‘Well, if that’s the case, where is your fishing rod?’

Without saying a word, Jared went to the boat, stuck his hand under the seat and pulled out a beautifully crafted wooden fishing rod. ‘Right here,’ he said, unable to keep the glee out of his voice. ‘But I’m afraid the fish aren’t biting tonight.’ He returned the rod to the boat and turned on the men. ‘Now, if that’s all, gentlemen, I’d appreciate it if you would get off my land. You have no right to be here. Especially you, Hay.’

The Magistrate’s mouth twisted and he looked like he had something else to say. He must have thought better of it, for he just huffed and turned to walk away. ‘This isn’t the end of this,’ he snapped as he strode off.

The British Army Captain gave Jared a curt bow, called for his men to get into formation and exited the cave taking the lantern with him. Once they had gone, Jared pulled the boat up into the dry part of the cave and secured it. The cave was now pitch black again and she could barely see him.

‘You can come out from hiding now,’ he said, and he stood waiting. ‘Eliza, I know you’re in here.’

She stood up and brushed the sand from her skirts. ‘How did you know?’ She stretched. Her body was stiff and sore from being curled up for so long.

‘That doesn’t matter,’ Jared replied. He took a lantern from the top of one of the boxes and lit it. Then he walked to where she stood and studied her impassive face. ‘What are you doing here? It’s dangerous for you to be out alone at night.’

‘I – um...’ What should she tell him? That she suspected he was smuggling and had followed him down to the beach?

‘You were here earlier, when we went out.’ She flinched. She had thought they hadn’t seen her. He continued: ‘What did you hear?’

‘Nothing, I heard nothing.’ She looked down at her feet, afraid to look at him.

He took a step forward and leant down so that his face was almost touching hers. ‘Is that right?’ he said softly.

‘Yessir.’ She was desperate to pull away from the tall man before her, but stood her ground. She could not let him know she knew.

‘And why did you come back?’

She took a moment and decided to tell him the truth. She gazed up to him and was startled to see just how bright his green eyes were in the lamplight. He was feral, cat-like. ‘I needed to warn you about the soldiers.’ She could feel his cool breath on her face and she heard him inhale through his nose. Was he sniffing her? ‘They were in the forest when I was going back.’ She felt uncomfortable. 

‘I thank you for that.’

‘And one of your men was shot,’ she replied. She waited for his reaction.

‘He’s dead,’ Jared said matter-of-factly.

‘How do you know? It happened before you got here.’ His face was fully illuminated and he was staring intently at her. It was unnerving. He looked at her for a few seconds more. Then he stepped back and looked in the direction of the dead man.

‘I will need to return him to his family,’ he said, suddenly striding away with the lamp and leaving her feeling unsettled in the dark. ‘Come and help me.’

Wondering what the hell had just happened; Eliza did as she was told. She followed the Laird out onto the beach where the body of Grier lay on his back. Jared studied him for a moment, handed her the lantern and crouched down. He lifted Grief easily into his arms.

‘Get his hat, will you?’ he said as he strode up to the path that led out of the beach. Eliza grabbed the dead man’s hat from the ground and scuttled after him.
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JARED DELIVERED THE man to his family home with a sorrowful look on his face. His bewildered widow, in her night clothes and shawl, accepted the Laird’s late-night visit without comment She gasped when she saw her husband in his arms, but said nothing as he laid the man on top of the kitchen table. Jared unhooked a money bag from his belt and handed it to her.

‘Don’t worry, Maggie,’ he said, placing a hand on her shoulder, ‘I’ll make sure you and the children are looked after.’

‘Thank you, sir,’ Maggie whispered.

‘And I’ll see he gets a decent funeral,’ he added.

‘Thank you.’

Eliza handed the stricken woman the dead man’s hat and murmured: ‘I’m sorry for your loss.’

The widow nodded and accepted their farewells. Then Jared and Eliza exited the humble home and made their way back to the big house in silence.

As with all tall people, Jared’s strides were long and fast. Exhausted, cold and still a little frightened, Eliza could only chase after the Laird as he marched through the village and up to the tall and ornate property gates that led into the gardens of the house. When they reached the front door, Jared opened it himself, paused and ushered her into the candlelit hallway before him. He closed and locked it behind him. Grateful to be back in the house, Eliza immediately moved towards the servants’ stairwell.

‘Eliza!’ he said sharply. She turned. ‘Not a word to anyone about tonight, got it?’ he said.

‘Yessir.’

‘And thank you.’

‘For what, sir.’

‘For the warning. I appreciate it.’ He gave her a curt smile. ‘Now off to bed with you.’

She didn’t need a second invitation. Giving him a quick nod of her head, she made her way to the servants’ stairwell and hurried upstairs to bed.

The following evening, after an exhausting day of cleaning, Eliza was summoned to the library. She felt worried, fearing she was about to lose her position. She liked working for him. The work was hard, but she got a satisfaction from it. She liked her workmates. Surely, he wasn’t going to fire her for last night! 

She arrived at the library’s closed door and lifted her hand to knock.

‘Come in, Eliza,’ the Laird said from inside.

How did he know she was there? As if she wasn’t already worried enough, he had unsettled her by knowing she was there before she could knock. She decided that she had better get it over with and opened the door.

The Laird was sitting in front of the fire enjoying a glass of red wine. It wasn’t a cold night and she wondered at it. He scrambled to his feet when she entered.

‘Ah, Eliza,’ he said. ‘I trust you’ve recovered from last night?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Good, good, erm...I wondered ...’ He looked sheepish and suddenly his crystal wine glass became incredibly interesting for he looked at it and could not keep his eyes off it. ‘I wondered if you might ... if you would like ... to accompany me down to the stables to see the horses? I know you like horses,’ he glanced at her shyly.

She felt a little taken aback by his offer. This was such an odd offer for someone so way above her in station, but he looked so hopeful that she could do nothing else but reply: ‘Yes, I would like to see them. I do like horses. Thank you, sir.’

‘Good.’

He carefully placed his glass down on the desk and a flourish of his right arm indicated for her to exit. She left the library feeling strange; uncomfortable but with a small nugget of wonder at what this all might mean.,

The walk down to the stables was awkward to say the least. Conversation was stilted, but once they had left the confines of the main garden walls, Jared turned to her and thanked her profusely for risking her own neck to warn him about the soldiers.

‘There’s no need to thank me again, sir,’ she replied wondering what this was all about. ‘It was my duty.’

‘Never-the-less, it was a good thing you did,’ he said. They had reached the stables and ever the gentleman, he opened the stable door for her.

Inside, the air smelled of fresh straw, the warm scent of horses and the turnips they were having for dinner. Alec the stable hand doffed his cap as soon as the Laird entered.

‘Are you here to ride, sir?’ he asked.

‘Not today, Alec, we’ve just come to see my horses,’ he replied.

‘Very well, sir. Well, if that’s all, if you don’t mind, I would like to retire for the evening,’ the stable hand said.

‘Yes, yes, that would be fine. Eliza and I will lock up.’

As Alec walked towards the exit, he gave Eliza a puzzled look as if to say: what are you doing here with him?  She shrugged her reply and the young man left. Eliza followed the Laird as he sauntered along the stalls until he got to his favourite horse, Hercules.

‘My father gave him to me for my 21st birthday,’ Jared said as he gently stroked the horse’s soft nose. ‘That was just before I went on my travels.’

‘Your travels? Where did you go?’

‘Ah, I was sent on the Grand Tour of Europe,’ he replied smiling to himself. ‘I went to Paris and Rome. I saw the Parthenon in Athens and the Duomo in Florence. I even went on a gondola in Venice.’ Here his face fell and he looked sad.

‘That sounds wonderful,’ Eliza replied. ‘I’ve never even been out of this village.’

‘Yes, it was wonderful ... until ...’ Jared replied. And he stopped and went quiet for a moment. Then he must have regained his composure for he said: ‘Anyway, I came home and ... well, you know the rest.’

‘I was sorry to hear about your parents,’ she said. ‘They were well thought of.’

‘Thank you,’ he replied sadly. ‘Life is but a day at most...’

‘Sprung from night, in darkness lost.’

‘You know Burns?’

‘I like his poetry.’

He looked at her like he had just found new respect for her. ‘So, you’re a poetry lover, then?’

‘I like poetry and I like books,’ she replied putting her hand out for Hercules to sniff.

‘Have you read many?’

‘Some. It’s difficult to find books in the village. We don’t even have a lending library, not that that matters. I couldn’t afford the subscription anyway,’ she replied. ‘But I have a book of my own.’

She took the Jane Austen novel from her apron pocket where she kept it and showed it to him.  At first, he seemed frozen, then his eyes narrowed and, without saying a word, he snatched it from her. Ignoring her cries of protest, he examined the cover, running his hand over the soft leather and its decoration. Then lifted the book to his nose and sniffed it. Finally, he opened it and examined the pages. He was particularly interested in where a page had been torn out at the front.

‘Where did you get this?’ he demanded.

‘I was given it,’ she replied, suddenly feeling scared of him. He grabbed her by the wrist and she yelped in pain.

‘You’re coming with me,’ he growled.
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He dragged her protesting out of the stables, across the courtyard and into the barn. Finally letting her go at the door, he stuck his hand into his breeches pocket and pulled a large metal key, thrust it into the barn door lock and turned it. Opening both doors, he grabbed her hand again and strode in, pulling her in with him. In the barn, there was nothing but a shiny black coach sprayed with mud and smelling distinctly off. It looked in good condition, but there was something about it that made her feel uneasy. Ignoring her queries about why they were there, Jared strode up to the carriage door, yanked it open and began to examine inside. She drew closer, keen to see what he was searching for. She peered into one of the windows and gasped. The interior smelled dreadful and was covered in blood spatter. It was all up the satin covered interior walls and across one seat. As Jared continued his search, she could only gape in horror at the scene before her. Was this where they were murdered? Jared searched the footwells and floor of the carriage. He removed the cushions and then found what he was looking for. It was a crumpled bit of cream-coloured paper. He brought it out into the barn and when he smoothed it out, she could see that it was the shape and size of the interior of her book. He then opened her book that he had stashed in his jacket pocket and held the sheet against the torn inside. It matched perfectly. He looked at her in disgust.

‘Where did you get this?’ he snarled. ‘Did you steal it?’

‘No, I didn’t,’ she replied in alarm. He was febrile, dangerous. She stepped back instinctively and bumped into the carriage.

‘Tell me the truth, Eliza, before I really lose my temper. Did you take it while my mother was dying? Did you wrestle it from her dying cold hands yourself?’ His eyes blazed with anger; his mouth was twisted and cruel. ‘My father gave her this book for her birthday. How did you get it?’ He walked towards her like a cat stalking its prey, panting heavily with rage. She tried to side step away, but he was on her immediately. He placed both hands against the carriage either side of her, pinning her there. She could not escape.  She looked at the ground, close to tears and trembling. She had never seen the Laid like this before.

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ she whimpered glancing up at him. ‘I was a gift. I didn’t steal it from anyone.’

‘Then where did you get it from?’ He loomed over her, his face pale and twisted, his eyes dark with rage. She fought to keep the panic in check. Tears sprang at her eyes.

‘My uncle bought it for my aunt, but she died, so he gave it to me. She liked books, you see. It was the only thing he ever gave her, and she died before she could get it,’ she sobbed. She looked to the side, no longer able to look at the feral rage in his eyes.

‘Your uncle?’ He stepped back freeing her from her deadly prison. ‘Seth Dankworth, you mean?’

‘Yes.’

Jared took a step back and surveyed her. Then, without a word, without returning the book, he turned away and strode out of the barn. By the time Eliza had pulled herself together enough to follow him, he had vanished. There was no sign of him anywhere near barn or the house, but she feared she already knew where he had gone. A lump caught in her throat. Surely, he didn’t think Seth had killed his parents? Her uncle was a thug, but a murder? She didn’t think so. She ran towards the house hoping she could reach him before it’s too late.  Her head was buzzing with all that had just happened. The book, it must have belonged to his late mother. So, how did Seth get it? She couldn’t believe he was a murderer, but the fact he had the book suggested otherwise. She ran past the house and made for the village. She had to stop the Laird before he did something stupid. Seth was not worth going to the gallows.
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JARED HAD SETH PINNED by the throat against the wall of the village inn when Eliza finally found him. It was a small place and packed with thirsty men, all jeering and loving the spectacle. A large man tried to intervene, but Jared easily pushed him away with his free hand, sending him flying across the pub. The man landed on a table scattering pewter beer mugs flying and causing an outcry amongst the drinkers. Eliza pushed her way through the crowd to confront Jared. She stood at his side and demanded to know what he was doing and why he was attacking Seth. Jared was still scary angry and snarled loudly her.

‘Keep out of it if you know what’s good for you,’ he spat.

His eyes were completely black, the colour of jet, and she recoiled in shock and horror. No-one else seemed to have noticed, but Eliza couldn’t get those coal-black orbs out of her head. Oblivious, Jared returned his attention to his prey.

‘Where did you get the book, Seth?’ he growled. ‘Tell me!’

‘I found it, sir. I found it,’ Seth blubbered. His eyes were shut tight, and his face was turned away from his attacker. ‘I promise.’

But Jared seemed not to believe him. He held him tighter and growled. It was a low guttural sound like that a large predator would make.

‘Jared Maclean! What do you think you’re doing?’ All eyes turned to see Charles Hay stride confidently into the pub, followed by Captain Greenway. Both looked grim.

‘This man was involved in the murder of my parents,’ Jared seethed.

‘What evidence do you have?’ the Magistrate asked staring at the terrified Seth.

Jared relaxed his grip, but still keeping a hold on Seth, stuck his free hand into his jacket pocket. He pulled out the book and handed it to Hay. ‘This was my mother’s, but Seth here gave it to his niece. How did he get this book? She had it when she was travelling home with my father. I know this because he had just bought it for her in Glasgow. Therefore, this thug must have been there when they were murdered. There is no other explanation.’

‘I already told you. I found it!’ Seth squealed. His face was turning purple. 

‘Who is this niece?’ Hay demanded.

‘That would be me, sir,’ Eliza said. 

Hay glowered at her. ‘Don’t I know you?’ he said.

‘Yes, sir. I work for the Laird.’

Hay looked at Jared then back to her and then back to Jared.  

‘That’s a bit suspicious, is it not, Mr Maclean?’

‘I’ll deal with her later,’ Jared sneered, ‘but for now, this man owes me an explanation.’

‘He certainly does,’ Hay replied. Without taking his eyes off the Laird, he addressed Seth: ‘Mr Dankworth, do you deny that you gave this book to your niece?’

‘Yes, I did, sir,’ Seth gasped.  ‘I was originally going to give it to my dear wife, she liked to read, sir, but unfortunately and tragically, she passed away before I could give it to her. So, I gave it to Eliza here.’ With difficulty, he nodded towards where Eliza was standing.

‘And where did you get the book, Mr Dankworth?’

‘I found it, sir, next to the road, near where the horrible murder of the Laird’s parents took place. I swear I had nothing to do with that.’

Hay turned to Jared with a smug smile on his face. ‘Well, there you go, Mr Maclean. Mr Dankworth, here, found the book. He didn’t know it belonged to your mother, so he gave it away. Case solved.’

‘He was involved; I know it!’ Jared snarled. Still pinned up against the wall, Seth squeaked in fright. 

‘Let him go, Maclean, you have no evidence Dankworth was involved,’ the Magistrate said coolly. ‘I said: let him go or I shall be forced to arrest you!’

Nostrils flaring, Jared gave Seth one final squeeze before pulling his hand away from his captive’s neck. Seth slid down the wall a few inches, relieved to be freed, before realising he was being watched by his peers. The he pulled himself to his feet and pretended to be sorting his dirty, worn jacket.

‘This isn’t over,’ Jared growled before throwing Seth a dirty look and stomping out of the pub.

Eliza walked over to to her uncle.  ‘What have you done?’ she demanded. ‘Where did you really get the book?’

Seth was silent, but smiled. Then he pushed past her and waded through the crowd to the bar, where ordered himself another drink. 

‘Seth, I asked you a question!’ she shouted, but he ignored her.

Disgusted and strongly suspecting he had had more involvement in the murders than he was letting on, Eliza turned heel and followed the Laird. Hurrying as fast as her skirts would allow her, she found the Laird further up the cobbled street, standing outside the church staring up at the steeple. He seemed not to notice her arrival.

‘Are you alright, sir?’ she asked.

He turned around to face her and, at first, seemed not to recognise her.  His eyes were back to their normal green colour and his face was as pale as ever. Then his face softened when he realised it was her.

‘I’m so sorry about the book,’ Eliza began, ‘I had no idea it was your mother’s. I honestly didn’t. If I had I would have said something.’

He stared at her for a few moments then replied: ‘I believe you. But, that uncle of yours knows more than he’s letting on, I know it. Did he say anything to you? Has he been acting suspiciously?’

‘As far as I know, Seth has been his usual obnoxious self,’ she replied. ‘He said nothing to me about the murders. I’m sorry, I don’t know anything about it.’

He let out a breath and lowered his head. She reached out and touched his coat sleeve.

‘Do you want to go in?’ she asked. Jared gave her a quizzical look. ‘To the church, I mean. Say a prayer for your mother and father?’

‘No.’

‘Shall we go home then?’

He nodded and together they walked up the street.

Eliza had always known the young Laird to be a lively, cheerful person. Indeed, that was his reputation in the village.  He was well known to all and sundry as the chuckling baby of the Laird and his wife. The boy who grew up to be a little bit wild, but was a very likeable young fellow. Then he had gone away on his Grand Tour and had come back to the devastating news of his parents’ deaths. Of course, she expected him to be sorrowful about their murders, but the way he was acting, there seemed to be so much more than the pain of their deaths on his mind. It was as if the weight of the whole world were upon his shoulders and, not for the first time, did Eliza feel sorry for him. For all he was brought up in relative comfort, like her, he was all alone in the world. She walked beside him in silence as they trudged along the Main Street desperately wanting to help him, but not knowing how. As a servant, she had no right to talk to him about his troubles, so she kept her mouth shut and waited until he spoke. Her patience was rewarded quickly afterwards.

‘You know what it’s like to not have a family, don’t you, Eliza?’ Jared said as he strode on.  It was getting dark now and Eliza wished she had had the sense to have brought a lantern, but she had not. There was just enough light to see where they were going along with the secondary glow of candlelight spilling from the windows of the village houses as they passed.

‘Yes, sir, I do,’ she replied softly.

He looked around at her. ‘And how do you cope with it? Being totally alone, I mean.’

‘Well, sir, I suppose you just get used to it.’

He grunted. ‘I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to it. That, and being the Laird. I wasn’t ready to take on the estate. I had other plans, you know.’

‘No-one ever is ready to take on responsibility, sir,’ she replied, ‘but you have a good team of staff behind you and we will all help where we can.’

In the dimly lit street, Eliza saw him smile. 

‘Yes, I suppose I do,’ he said continuing to walk. 

They walked a few more yards before the Laird stopped outside the manse where the vicar and his wife lived and turned to Eliza.

‘I really am grateful for you warning us about the Magistrate and the soldiers, you know,’ he said. ‘It was a brave, but stupid thing to do.’

‘Stupid?’

‘Yes, you could have gotten hurt or arrested,’ he replied. ‘Why would you put yourself in that situation? You barely know me.’

‘I’ve lived in this village all my life, sir,’ she said, ‘and your family are well thought of here. I remember you as a boy walking to church with your family. I remember seeing you riding your horse in the countryside. Your family was generous to the poor and needy, and they helped my poor Aunt Anabel on several occasions. After what happened to your mum and dad, I couldn’t let you fall into the hands of the Magistrate and his soldiers, I just couldn’t. It wouldn’t have been right. And then there was the village men – what would have happened to their families if they had been caught?’

‘Thank you.’

They walked on in silence for a few moments before Eliza could work up the courage to ask him a question that had been niggling at her since that night he had rescued her from Seth’s advances.

‘May I ask you something, sir?’ she ventured.

‘Yes, of course, ask away.’

‘Why did you tell my uncle that you were taking me to the big house as your mistress?’

Jared let out a chuckle. ‘Ah, yes, I’m sorry about that. I just wanted to get the measure of the man. I knew he was no-good ruffian, so I wanted to test him by taking a family member from him. I knew he would agree to it to save his own skin.’ He turned to look at her. ‘I am sorry for putting you in a state of alarm. It was not my intention.’

‘Well, you did,’ she replied. 

‘I’m truly sorry that I scared you.’ His voice was sincere. ‘I never had any intention of taking you back to the house as my mistress. I just wanted you away from him. He’s an odious man.’

‘He is that, sir,’ she replied, relieved the impertinence of her question had not angered him. ‘What are you going to do about Seth?’

‘Well, I am sure he knows more than he’s letting on,’ he said. ‘But the Magistrate is not...’

Just then the sound of two flintlock pistols firing rang out and the Laird was propelled forward and fell to the ground. Eliza gasped, looked to where the gunfire had come and saw a stocky man disguised in a hooded cloak run off in the opposite direction. She quickly went to Jared’s aid, kneeling down at the prostrate man’s body as he lay on his front bleeding over the cobbles.

‘Sir! Sir! Can you hear me? Oh my God, you’ve been shot!’ she cried. 
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Before she could do anything else, Jared came to, pushed himself rapidly to his feet and rounded on her. As before, his eyes were black as coal, no white was showing, only a devilish darkness that shook Eliza to her core. His face was contorted; rage etched on the snarl at his lips and his teeth shone white and sharp in the darkness. She stepped back, unable to look at him, this feral monster before her. He growled then quickly turned away and sped off in the direction of the shooter. Shaking with fear, Eliza fought hard to pull herself together. What was he? That was no man she had seen? Was he the Devil himself? And, where had he gone? Screams emanating from behind one of the cottages soon told her what she needed to know. Terror gripped her almost paralysing her, but she knew she had to go in the direction of that awful sound. She had to stop the Laird before something happened to him or someone else. She ran down the street as fast as she could, skirted between two stone cottages and came to a halt at the rear of one. In the darkness, she could just make out two figures seemingly wrestling with each other. Then one, the taller of the two, grabbed the other by neck and began shaking him. It could only have been Jared.

‘Tell me who sent you!’ the Laird snarled. ‘Who wants me dead?’

The man squealed in pain and horror, but refused to speak.

‘Let me go, you Devil!’ the man croaked. ‘I will not tell you anything!’

‘Who sent you!’

‘Go to Hell! Go back to where you came from!’

It was then that Jared lost all control. 

‘Jared, no!’ Eliza screamed as the Laird opened his mouth and sank his teeth into the would-be assassin’s neck. With one bite, he ripped out the man’s throat apart and spat the skin and muscle to the ground. Blood spurted everywhere, covering Jared from head to torso. Satisfied his attacker was dead, the Laird dropped the body and stood panting.

It was then he noticed Eliza. Breathing heavily, he took a step towards her, gasped, spun and dropped heavily to the ground.

Eliza didn’t know what to do. Her brain couldn’t quite grasp what had just happened. Had the Laird really just murdered that man? 

Shouts rang out from main street behind her. The villagers were coming.  And, no doubt, Hay would come with them. That prompted her to swing into action. The Laird couldn’t be found next to the dead man; it would mean certain death at the end of a noose. Despite her fear of him, she just knew she had to get him to a place of safety. She knelt down beside him and checked for a pulse. He was deathly cold and appeared not to be breathing. His mouth and cheeks were sticky with the gunman’s blood and she could smell the metal tang of it. It took everything she could muster to the will to stay and help. He was a murderer, he was some sort of beast, he was ... He moaned and she rejoiced that he was still alive.

‘Sir, sir, come on, you need to get up. You can’t be found here next to that man,’ she said attempting to pull him to his feet. ‘Please, sir, please. Come on!’

The Laird opened his eyes. ‘Eliza?’ he muttered.

‘Yes, sir. Come on, we need to leave, now. They’re coming!’

With great effort, she helped him up to his feet, and, wrapping his arm around her shoulder, she staggered with him towards a sanctuary she knew the villagers would never look. They could rest there for a while until the commotion died down and it would give her time to tend to Jared’s wounds and to think of what to do next. It was an abandoned place, no one ever went there, and they would be safe.

The ramshackle cottage at the far end of the village was almost derelict, but Eliza knew the cellar was still intact and it was into that black space that she took the Laird. The house had, many years before during the reign of King James VI, belonged to an old woman who had been accused of witchcraft. Agnes Reid had been a lonely old woman who had never hurt a fly, yet, thanks to the denouncement by a wicked neighbour had been arrested, charged and hanged for witchcraft. Her house, known as the Witch’s House, had been left alone by superstitious locals. They had truly believed all the stories that she had been a witch and accepted unquestionably that her ghost still walked the flagstone floors seeking revenge. The roof had caved in, the shutters rotted and the old furniture destroyed by the elements, but the house had come with a stone-built cellar that was untouched by anything. And into it the fugitives went.

‘What is this place?’ Jared inquired as she helped him settle onto the dirt floor. He rested his back against a stone wall and let out a sigh.

‘It’s the old Reid house,’ she replied. In the darkness, she felt about for something and was pleased that they were still there. ‘I used to hide in here with my aunt when Seth came home drunk from the pub in a foul mood. He is handy with his fists and he used to beat my poor aunt black and blue,’ she added. There were the sounds of flint on steel. Tsk, tsk, tsk. In the darkness, a spark flared, an oiled rag in a small tin flared and Eliza was illuminated in the warm glow. Using the makeshift light, she located a candle and candlestick and lit it. Jared’s eyes glittered in its dull light.

‘Where did you get the candle?’ he wanted to know. He looked around him. The cellar was empty save for a couple of old wooden boxes. 

Eliza placed the candlestick on one of the boxes and moved towards him. ‘We kept some supplies here, sir,’ she said with a shy smile.

‘Eliza? Can you do me a favour?’ he asked.

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Just for tonight, can you stop calling me sir and just call me Jared?’ 

‘Certainly, sir...I mean, Jared.’

‘Good.’

She kneeled down on the floor next to him and asked to look at his wounds. At first Jared was reluctant to let her near him, batting her hands away with his own cold one, but she insisted and finally he relented. He sat forward and allowed her to remove his jacket, waistcoat and shirt. His skin glowed white in the muted candlelight and he was freezing cold to the touch. While Eliza inspected his back where a lead shot had hit, Jared wiped the hitman’s blood from his mouth with a silk handkerchief. The hole in his own shoulder had bled badly, but the bleeding had stopped. She looked at his front to see if the shot had gone right through or if she would have to dig it out. There was a hole there too, but no blood. She frowned. Why was there little or no blood? There should have been much more for a wound like this. No matter, she did not have time to think about it too much, she had to get him to the safety of his own home to get treatment for his wounds. She would not let him die here.

‘I need to get a doctor to look at this,’ she said.

‘It’s fine,’ he said, voice weak. ‘I just need to feed and to rest a bit.’

‘Jared, you need medical help,’ she said, scrambling to her feet. Jared caught her arm.

‘Do not bring anyone here,’ he warned.

‘But you could die.’

He laughed. ‘Not possible,’ he said, ‘trust me on that!’

‘Then I’ll go back to the house and bring back the men. They’ll carry you back to the house where we can look after you.’

‘No, don’t do that,’ he replied. ‘Just leave me be. I’ll be fine shortly. I just need to rest.’

‘But you’re hurt.’

‘Eliza, I’m fine. Stop fussing.’

Eliza let out a breath, frustrated by him. He desperately needed medical help, so why wasn’t he allowing her to fetch the doctor? 

‘But you could die,’ she whispered.

He snorted and let go of her arm. ‘Look, if you really want to help me, there is one thing you could do.’

‘What’s that?’ 

‘Go back to the house, get me a clean shirt and bring some raw beef from the kitchen,’ he instructed.

‘Raw beef?’

‘Raw beef.’

She stared at him.

‘Now Eliza. And tell no-one what you are doing. It must be our secret.’

She nodded. ‘I’ll be as quick as I can,’ she said before climbing back out the cellar.

At the wrecked doorway of the old house, she paused to make sure there was no one about before running off into the night in the direction of Drumford House. 

The mansion was in darkness when she approached, save for a sole candle in the window of the front reception hallway. Ignoring this entrance, she snuck around the back and entered via the back door. Slipping into the hallway, she grabbed a lit candle from a table and tiptoed upstairs to the Laird’s room. She had never been in his room before and wasn’t surprised by its masculinity. There was a large four-poster bed, some clothes boxes, and a cabinet in which she found a selection of the Laird’s shirts. She chose a white silk shirt and draped it over her shoulder. Then, she crept back downstairs to the big kitchen in the basement and fetched a plate a raw sirloin of beef and a bottle of beer from the larder shelves. Exiting once again out of the back door, she hurried back to the cottage.

Breathless and exhausted from the trouble of the night, she slipped back down into the basement and the Laird was still propped up against the wall with his eyes closed. Even in the warm candlelight, Jared looked thin and eerily colourless. He opened his eyes at her approach and smiled weakly. She placed his shirt neatly on the other box and sat down beside him with the beer and beef plate.

‘Here’s the meat you wanted,’ she said, pulling off the cotton cover and offering it to him. ‘Shall I cook it for you?’ She didn’t know how that could happen in the cellar, but she would find a way.

‘No.’

He reached for the plate and took it. Ignoring all feelings of surprise and revulsion, she then showed him the beer. ‘I’m sorry it’s not wine, but I don’t have the key to the wine cellar.’

‘It’s good, it’s fine,’ he replied. He lifted the meat from the plate and sniffed it. ‘You might want to look away,’ he said as he opened his mouth. Eliza turned aside as she heard his teeth rip into the meat and tear a piece off. The thought of it turned her stomach. How could anyone eat meat raw? It was unheard of. Then she heard the bottle cap being popped open and the beer being upturned. The Laird sighed with pleasure.

‘It’s good,’ he murmured before resuming his meal. ‘God, I’m feeling so much better already,’ he said, causing her to turn and face him. Beef blood ran in a single drool from his pale lips to his chin, and it was all she could do to stop herself from turning away. He gave her a lopsided grin and continued eating his gruesome meal. When he had finished the entire sirloin, he gave his mouth a wipe with his handkerchief and downed the rest of the beer. Satiated, he sat back against the wall again and observed his would-be nurse.

‘Why are you here?’ he asked suddenly. ‘Why haven’t you run off screaming?’

‘What do you mean?’ She felt awkward. 

‘You saw what I did to that man, and yet you don’t seem frightened of me.’

‘I know you to be a good and kind man, sir,’ she replied, forgetting her promise to call him by his name.

‘Am I? I wonder,’ he said. His deep voice was tinged with sadness, and he glanced away from her momentarily caught in his own thoughts. ‘Aren’t you wondering about me? About what I am?’ he asked. He turned to look at her and his green eyes bore through her as if challenging her to react.

In truth, Eliza had been wondering about all the strange things that had happened that night, but had filed them away in her brain to think about later. She had been so worried about the Laird’s injuries that she had not had time to properly digest the strangeness of the evening. First there were his black eyes, then the shooting, and then his attack on the assassin. The thought of him tearing into the man’s neck with his teeth made her stomach churn. She looked away.

‘Doesn’t it bother you what I did to that man?’ His voice was low and seductive, causing her to look at him again. 

‘Of course it does,’ she said finally. ‘You were...you seemed out of control.’

‘I suppose I was,’ Jared said, placing the plate and bottle on the dirt floor and fetching up his shirt from the box. ‘But that’s what happens when a mortal attacks a vampire. We retaliate.’

Eliza blinked quickly. Did he just say he was a vampire? How can that be? There was no such thing? She believed in the Devil and his demons, but vampires? Vampires were folklore, old wives’ tales to scare children around an evening fire. But what if it were true and he really was one? What did he plan to do with her? Fear gripped her stomach and she found it difficult to breathe.

‘Please let me go,’ she stuttered. 

‘It’s all right,’ he said smoothly, ‘I have no intention of hurting you. If I had, I would have done it by now, would I not?’ He pulled the clean shirt on and fixed the cuffs.

She felt terror rise like a tide in her throat. ‘I don’t know, sir.’ How was she going to escape him? If he was a vampire, he could easily catch her. What was she thinking? Vampires didn’t exist. No, maybe it was something else. Maybe he was just mad with grief and needed to be taken to the madhouse. Yes, that was it, he was mad. She watched him button his shirt. ‘I think I’d better go, now sir,’ she said, preparing to rise.

‘And then what?’ he said, eyeing her suspiciously. ‘Are you going to go and fetch the Minister so he can kill me with his sermons? I can assure you it takes more than the Bible to see off a creature like myself.’

‘No, sir, I am going to fetch the doctor. I don’t think you’re yourself this evening. I think you need his help.’ Slowly, she stood up.  

‘There’s nothing wrong with me,’ he said matter-of-factly. He also stood up and tucked his shirt into his trousers. ‘I can assure you I don’t need a doctor; I am absolutely fine. My wounds are already healing and... ah, you think I’ve gone mad, don’t you?’

She looked at him aghast and nodded. He laughed.

‘I can assure you I am quite sane,’ he said. ‘Look, you don’t have to believe me, but let me ask you this: if I’m not a vampire, how did I survive that shot? Why is the injury now healed?’ He pulled the top of his shirt to the side and showed her the injury site. In the dull light of the candle, she could not see properly. So, she grabbed the light and held it up to his chest to get a better look. As he patiently held his shirt aside, she inspected his smooth white skin. There was not a mark. She gasped. He grinned. Then he turned around, untucked his shirt and lifted it to shoulder height so she might see the entry point.

‘It’s gone,’ she said, ‘there’s nothing there.’

‘Now, do you believe me when I say I am a vampire?’ He turned around to face her.

She took a step back, feeling faint. The young Laird’s confession had knocked the wind out of her. Worse, she was trapped underground with a blood sucking fiend, a rampant predator and there was no escape. What was she going to do? Her hand trembled so much, the candle jiggled. Jared must have seen the turmoil going on inside her, for he smiled.

‘It’s alright, Eliza, I’m not going to hurt you,’ he said. He took her hand in his and pulled her closer to him. ‘I promise. Do you believe me? I would never hurt you.’

She searched his eyes for signs of dishonesty, but only saw truth in them. ‘Alright,’ she said after a few moments. Her throat felt tight. ‘I believe you, but... how did you become what you are?’ She wanted to ask him a torrent of questions. Her head was buzzing with them. How is it possible that a creature such as him existed? ‘Did the Devil get you and change you? Were you sent back here by him?’

Jared grimaced. ‘No,’ he said, ‘but you could say a demon made me.’ He looked at her and sighed. ‘Can I trust you?’ She nodded. ‘Alright, I’ll tell you about it. Truth be told, it will be a relief to get it off my chest. I have been going through such agonies, Eliza.’ 

He took her hand and guided her to the box, inviting her to sit. He sat on top of the other one and began his tale. He told her of the horrific ordeal he had endured over the previous months during his Grand Tour. It had started off well, but then he had arrived in Venice with his friend, Arlo Stephenson, in mid-February just in time for the Carnival. They had spent several days sight-seeing and nights at the city’s many public houses and brothels.

‘We were two young men who thought of nothing by pleasure seeking. We were would-be hedonists in a city that offered nothing but good times and we lapped it up,’ he said with regret in his voice. ‘And then I met Sylvana and my world lit up.

‘I first saw her, the Duchessa Sylvana Boccalupo, at an evening performance of Rossini’s Tancredi at the Teatro La Fenice. It’s the finest and most historical opera house in the city. Everyone who is everyone goes there, so we had to go too. Arlo and I were in the stalls, but she was seated in a box next to a man who I would later come to know as the Duca Gionvanni d'Onofrio.

‘The singer Adelaide Malanotte was in fine voice that evening, but I only had eyes for the dark-haired beauty in that box. She was breathtaking, Eliza.’ His face took on a dreamy look as he remembered the evening. ‘She must have seen me, for she sent her servant with a request to meet me. Arlo and I went to her box during the intermission, and I was immediately smitten.’

The two men were introduced to Gionvanni and invited to enjoy the rest of the opera in the box.

‘Of course, we agreed. What an honour.’

Afterwards, Sylvana invited the pair to supper at a private party in her palace on the Grand Canal.

‘We went there by boat and arrived at the most sumptuous mansion I have ever seen. You have to understand, I had never been anywhere quite so opulent and spectacular as this place. It was a marvel of marble and artworks. There were frescoes painted on every surface by the finest painters in the world. There were exquisite works of art, fine furniture and furnishings. There were gold goblets and the best wines. The buffet table groaned with food and the music was provided by the best orchestra in the city. The entire house was lit by thousands of candles that was reflected in mirrors and goldwork throughout the house. It was amazing. My head was turned by it all.

‘The party took place in the Duchessa’s ballroom. We were two of about 40 guests who enjoyed a lively evening of dancing, eating, brilliant conversation, and, most of all, drinking. I don’t remember much of what happened towards the end of the evening, but I do remember waking up in one of the Duchessa’s many bedrooms with a terrible hangover.’

The Duchess, he said, appeared minutes later and insisted he join her for breakfast in the dining room. He remembered feeling extremely grateful that the house shutters were still closed tightly and that no sunshine could get in.

‘Of course, I thought that was because the Duchessa was hungover herself. I should have known better.’

‘Where was Arlo?’ Eliza asked.

‘I’m coming to that.’ 

He ate a good breakfast of ham, eggs and bread, he said. Sylvana ate nothing but enjoyed watching him as he took his fill. 

‘I inquired after my friend and she told me that Arlo was still in bed sleeping. I had no reason to think she was lying,’ he said. 

After breakfast, they took tea together in her darkened parlour and talked about art and literature and music.

‘She loved the arts and was a patron of many,’ he said. ‘She invited me to stay for the day and night for they were going to another opera later. They asked me to join them and, being so enamored by her beauty, of course, I said yes. I couldn’t believe my luck. I was a fool.’ Here he hung his head and took a moment to compose himself. ‘The Duchessa was charming, bewitching, and, like a fool, I trusted her from the first time I met her. All that she wanted was a new plaything, and I was it. I went to the opera with her and Giovanni, forgetting about my friend. I was wined and dined by them and dressed up in the finest clothing. Before I knew it, I had spent five days with them, time that had simply flown by. And Arlo? Well, they showed me a letter purportedly having been written by him to say that he had been called back to Scotland by his father. I later found out that that was a lie.’

‘What happened to Arlo?’ Eliza wanted to know. She had a growing feeling of unease about this man she did not know.

Jared looked away. ‘They had killed him that first night. You see, what I didn’t know and didn’t find out until it was too late was that Sylvana and Giovanni were vampires. They had drained Arlo and discarded his body in the canal. They laughed about it some days later.

‘Why they kept me around for so long I don’t know, but it wasn’t until the sixth night that it all became clear. Giovanni was becoming increasingly jealous of the attention Sylvana was lavishing on me. So, just to annoy him further, she waited until I had passed out on wine and turned me into one of them. I awoke the next day in agony as the transformation took hold. It was excruciating and I could not leave my room for nearly a day. When the pain finally subsided, I staggered into the day room where they both were. My throat was parched and my head ached. I demanded why, if they had heard my screams, that they hadn’t fetched a doctor for me. Sylvana merely laughed and told me I didn’t need one. She said, in fact, I would never need one again. She was so flippant about it. So evasive. When I finally got her to tell me what had happened to me, I was appalled. I hadn’t wanted to be a vampire.’

The following days and weeks were a torture to him. At first, he couldn’t contemplate murdering humans to sate his own thirst, but as that thirst grew and grew, he could not stop himself.

He hung his head in shame. ‘It was a terrible time. I did some terrible things.’ He looked at Eliza, and she could see the real regret in his eyes. ‘You must understand, I couldn’t stop myself.’

When he had finally got control of himself, he knew he had to leave. He couldn’t stay there knowing what he knew. Sylvana and Giovanni treated humans like commodities to be used and abused. ‘They would pick up young men, take them back to the palace and murder them. They used to keep a tally on how many each had done in the one night. I couldn’t stay there, but I didn’t know where else to go.’

So, in the end, Jared did the only thing he could do, and that was to return to Scotland. It was tricky travelling back to Britain, he said, but he somehow managed it, arriving the day after his parents had been murdered.

‘When I left Venice, I thought there could be nothing worse than being turned into the monster I was. And then I got home to the terrible news ...’ He looked at her, grief showing darkly in his eyes. ‘It’s been torture. I’ve been so isolated, Eliza. I’ve had no one to talk to about this.’

‘I’m so sorry,’ she said softly. She did not know how she could comfort him. He had been to Hell and back.

‘So, anyway,’ he said, pulling himself together, ‘I must not dwell on this, but look towards to the future. There is nothing I can do to change how I now am.’

‘Is there no cure?’ she wondered aloud.

He shook his head. ‘No, I must live with it the best I can. Thank you for listening to me, Eliza.’

‘I won’t breathe a word of what you said, sir,’ she assured him.

‘I know you won’t,’ he replied. ‘Besides, who would believe you?’ He gave her a rueful smile. 

‘Do you think that’s why someone tried to kill you tonight?’ she asked. Maybe someone else knew his secret and had decided to murder him.

‘No, only you and I know,’ he replied thoughtfully. ‘No, it’s something else.’

‘The smuggling?’

‘Possibly.’

‘Or perhaps it has something to do with your parents’ murders?’ Eliza ventured. ‘I think you were right about Seth knowing more than he let on. I was watching him after you let him go, and he looked smug.’

‘I need to track him down and question him again,’ Jared said standing up.

‘Not tonight,’ she replied. She stood up too and put her hands up to dissuade him from trying to leave. ‘We need to get you back home before sunup.’

He looked down at her and sighed. ‘Thank you, Eliza for being so understanding. Most would have run off looking for an executioner by now,’ he said.

‘Well, I’m not most people,’ she replied. She looked into his eyes and could see the pain of the confession had left in them. Then the expression softened, he stepped closer and placed his hands on her shoulders. As her heart began to race with excitement and trepidation, he bent down and, at first, it looked like he was about to kiss her on the lips, but he changed his mind and kissed her lightly on the cheek. His lips felt cold, but she didn’t pull away. It was he who turned away from her as if stung by the warm softness of her skin. 

‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have done that,’ he gasped. 

‘No, no, it was fine,’ she replied. ‘It was just a kiss.’ She wanted him to kiss her again, but this time on the lips. She wanted to feel his arms around her.

He turned to look at her, and she searched his beautiful eyes for an explanation. 

‘No, it wasn’t right. You are so very below me in station,’ he said.

Anger stirred in her breast. ‘What does that mean? That I’m not good enough for you!’ After everything she had done for him that night, he says this!

He smiled, and she felt the urge to punch him. ‘No, that’s not what mean. I would never compromise you. You are my employee, and it’s not right that I kissed you, even on the cheek. Besides, being with me puts you in danger,’ he added. ‘It’s not just the vampire thing, it’s the danger the smuggling brings, and the fact that someone wants me dead.’

‘I’m prepared to deal with all that,’ she replied. ‘I’ve already been dealing with all that.’

‘But I’m not. I will not put you in any more danger,’ he said firmly. Then he sighed: ‘It’ll be dawn soon and we must make for the house while it’s still dark.’d
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CHAPTER NINE
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Eliza slept well into the next day in her room in the attic. Despite the horror and excitement of the previous night, exhaustion had overwhelmed her once she entered that small room and she drifted off to sleep almost immediately. She woke some hours later feeling sore and dishevelled.

She opened her eyes and blinked the sleep away. Then the events of the previous night came flooding back to her.  Had it really all happened? Was Jared really a ...? She didn’t even dare think of the name. It wasn’t possible, was it? Then again, he had healed quickly from being shot. And what he did to that man! She shuddered at the memory. There had been so much blood. She sat up and winced. Her muscles ached, and her arms felt heavy and sore. It must have been from when she was helping Jared to the cellar.

‘Wakey, wakey, lazy!’ The unmistakable sound of Agnes Brown’s wake-up call filtered into her room.

‘I’m up!’ she replied.

She had made some effort to wash the detritus of her nocturnal adventures off her face and arms the last night. Some of Jared’s blood had gotten on her dress and hands, and there was mud on her skirts and face. She would deal with her clothing later, but for now, she had to get ready. She carefully poured what was left of the jug of water into her wash basin. The water was cold, but refreshing, and there was enough to give herself a decent clean.

Then she pulled on her maid’s dress, brushed and pinned up her hair, and slipped out of her bedroom to get breakfast before the day’s work could begin. She was late, but she hoped Grace would give her a little leeway. She hurried downstairs.

*****
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STOMACH RUMBLING, SHE pushed open the kitchen door to find Grace MacAlpine standing alone at the stove with a full kettle on the boil. The housekeeper grabbed a rag, placed it around the kettle’s handle, and lifted it. She took it to the table and poured the steaming water into the large china teapot that was sitting there. 

‘Well, good afternoon, Eliza,’ she said with a smirk. ‘You’ve certainly been busy, haven’t you?’

Eliza felt her chest tighten and her mouth was dry. ‘I have?’

‘Yes, the Laird told me you had been up most of the night.’ Grace waited for an explanation.

‘Yes,’ Eliza replied. What else had Jared said? The memory of him surged into her mind, overwhelming and impossible to ignore. She felt dizzy and sat down at the table as Grace rambled on.

‘He said he had an accident on the estate and that you found him and brought him back to the house. Then you tended to his bruises and didn’t get to bed until it was nearly dawn.’ Grace said, looking at her for agreement.

Eliza was stunned, but played along. There was no way she could tell them what had really happened. ‘Yes, that’s correct,’ she said. 

‘What were you doing outside so late at night? It’s such a silly thing to do,’ Grace continued. She replaced the kettle at the hearth and then turned her attentions back to the teapot. ‘Anything could have happened. You could have been raped or murdered or something else.’ Spooning tea into the teapot she paused for an answer.

‘I... er...I went for a walk,’ she replied.

‘Was this before or after you were in the stables? Yes, Alec told me this morning at breakfast.’

‘After, it was after.’ Was Grace trying to catch her out? She would have to be careful with what she said. ‘Yes, I went for a walk, then I found the Laird and I helped him back to the house.’ She wasn’t lying, she was just leaving out parts.

Grace looked at her as if she were trying to work out if she was lying or not. Then she lifted up a tea strainer and the teapot and asked: ‘Tea?’

‘Yes, please.’

‘So, that wasn’t you down at the Drumford Inn trying to stop the Laird from killing your uncle, then?’ Grace poured the dark liquid into a teacup.

Oh God, was there anything she didn’t know? ‘Yes, alright, I was there, but it was just to stop the Laird from doing something foolish. I wouldn’t like to see him being jailed or worse for someone like my uncle,’ she cried.

‘You did good, lass,’ Grace said, returning the teapot to the table. ‘The Laird can be a bit of a hothead when his temper is up. God knows, he doesn’t need any more trouble coming to his door.’ Then she said: ‘Are you hungry? Do you want something to eat?’

‘May I have some bread and cheese?’ She stood up.

‘No, no, you sit down, I’ll fetch them.’

When Grace returned to the table with a plate of bread and cheese, Eliza had gulped down a full cup of tea. She nodded gratefully when the housekeeper placed the plate in front of her along with a knife and a small bowl of freshly churned butter. Then Grace sat down at the table and poured herself some tea. She took a sip. Then she said: ‘Why didn’t you come to us for help?’

Oh God, more questions. Eliza had to think quickly. ‘The Laird asked me not to,’ she replied. Well, that at least was the truth. ‘He didn’t want to worry anyone.’ It was a small lie.

‘Hmph,’ Grace replied. ‘Well, you must have done a good job for when I saw him early this morning, he looked in fine fettle.’ Eliza gave her a tight-lipped smile, but did not reply. ‘He said were to leave you sleeping for a while and that you were to have the day off.’

‘I am?’ She smiled. That was a surprise. How would she spend it? She hoped she would see Jared again later. She couldn’t stop thinking about him.

‘Yes, he said you’ve to go into his library and read any book you wish as a reward for your good work last night,’ Grace replied. Eliza looked at her in amazement, but the housekeeper ignored her. She was too busy drinking her tea. ‘I hope you are grateful for this honour? No one is ever allowed to read those books, so you must take extra special care of them.’

‘Yes, of course I will,’ Eliza said. Her mind was a blizzard of possibilities. He was allowing her access to the library. What did this mean? Did this mean he trusted her? That he liked her? The joy that was now coursing through her body made her heart sing. 

‘Although I feel that maybe the day off would have been enough of a reward,’ Grace grumbled.

‘Yes,’ Eliza murmured dreamily. Then she said: ‘What time is it?’

‘I should think it’s somewhere around two o’clock,’ Grace replied. ‘You’ve slept all morning.’

Two o’clock! How had she slept so long? She thought quickly. That would mean she could have a whole afternoon to look through the Laird’s vast collection of books. Then maybe, just maybe, he would join her later. Her heart skipped a beat at the thought of his handsome face. How wonderful. She placed the cheese between the two slices of bread and took a bite. If she hurried, she could be in the library in less than 15 minutes.

‘Take your time with that bread,’ Grace warned, ‘you don’t want it coming back up.’

‘Yes, of course,’ Eliza responded, but she took no heed. She wolfed down the food and gulped down the remnants of her tea. Tidying away her dirty cup, saucer, and plate to the sink, she shouted a cheerful goodbye to the housekeeper before rushing upstairs to the library.  
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THE LIBRARY WAS PEACEFUL when she entered it. The heavy pale blue velvet curtains were still drawn, so she opened them to let the sunshine in. The fire had been laid and not lit, but that didn’t bother her. She did not feel cold or uncomfortable here in his domain. The library was snug and cosy. She stood in the middle of the room and surveyed the bookcases. They were floor to ceiling and packed with leather-bound tomes about every subject possible. From history and languages to medical texts and science, Jared and his family had quite a collection. There was also a bookcase given over solely to fiction, and, being in a mood for a good story, Eliza perused the titles happily. Complete works of Swift, Fielding, Defoe, Shakespeare, and classical books such as The Iliad vied for precious bookshelf space with romantic poetry and more contemporary authors such as Fanny Burney, Mary Brunton, and Percy Bysshe Shelley. She took Burney’s Cecelia and settled down to read in Jared’s big leather chair at his oak writing desk.

Jared’s desk had two neat bundles of papers lying on top, a large crystal inkwell, two quills, and an ink blotter. Below the ink-blotched top were six drawers; three on either side. Being somewhat nosey, Eliza could not contain her curiosity. She just had to explore. She put the book down on the desktop and pulled open the top right drawer finding it full of files and paperwork. The second and third contained blank paper, unopened bottles of black ink, and several unused quills. Two other drawers were home to a pipe and smoking materials, and a ledger for the estate. It was the last drawer on the bottom right that caught her eye, for nestled inside a leather folder, was a collection of family wills. Dare she look at them? She glanced at the door feeling guilty. What if he came in and caught her? She shouldn’t be snooping. She put the leather folder back in the drawer and closed it. But, what if by reading the wills she sould somehow find out who was trying to kill the Laird? That would be good thing, wouldn’t it? But it would still be spying into his personal things. Her conscience fought a good fight with her curiosity. Back and forth she went until she gave herself a headache worrying about what was best.

‘Oh! For goodness' sake!’ she cried as she opened the drawer and took out the paperwork. Nosiness had won. Hands down.

As she suspected, Jared’s mother’s and father’s wills left everything to their only son. However, there was a clause in the old Laird’s will that made her gasp. In the event of Jared’s death, his father, Duncan, had left the estate and any monies to their only other living relative: Charles Clarence Hay, the son of his late sister, Janet. And the Magistrate who was trying to capture smugglers on Maclean land!  The information was like a firework going off in her head. What if Charles Hay was behind the murders and the attack on Jared? What if he was trying to get rid of the Macleans so that he could get his greedy hands on their land?

‘But he’s stinking rich in his own right,’ she murmured. ‘What could he gain from getting Drumford?’ But the idea would not die. It was all making sense now. Hay was desperate to get his greedy hands-on Jared’s birthright.

She would have to tell Jared her findings, but how to tell him without admitting to her spying. She bit her lip nervously. How would he react to her going through his personal things? He would be angry, but he needed to know. She resolved to tell him as soon as he had risen. She would deal with the consequences. This was too important.

It was too early for Jared to awaken, so she would have to be content with her book until later. She picked up the novel and opened it.

She had barely read through the front page when she heard someone knocking hard on the front door. Then the bell was tugged hard several times. Unsure as to whether she should answer it or not, Eliza stayed in her seat. Then, realising that no one was coming, she reluctantly put her book down and went to the library door. Just as she opened it, Grace MacAlpine hurried past her and opened the main door. Eliza remained hidden, listening to see who it was.

‘About time,’ came a rough voice. It was he, Charles Hay, the Magistrate. Eliza’s heart sank. What did he want now? ‘Is your master in?’

‘The master is unavailable at this time,’ the housekeeper said. ‘May I take a message?’

‘Aye, tell your master I want to talk to him about the vicious murder of a man in the village last night. It happened not long after him and that chit of a maid of yours left the local public house,’ he growled. ‘When is he likely to be home? I need to talk to him about it. Terrible attack, it was, like an animal had got him.’

‘I’m not sure, sir,’ Grace replied, ‘but I’ll be sure to tell him you called.’

The door banged shut, and Grace turned and walked towards Eliza, her heels clipping on the marble floor. She saw Eliza still standing at the library door. ‘Well?’ She stood there waiting for an explanation.

Remembering her promise to Jared the previous night, Eliza could not tell Grace the full truth. 

‘I don’t know anything about a man being attacked last night? 

‘So, this man that died, it wasn’t your uncle?’

‘No.’

Memories of Jared ripping the throat out of the attacker flooded her memory. She tried to keep a passive expression on her face.

Grace chewed her lip and eyed her suspiciously. ‘Hmph,’ she said and walked away.

Relief washed over Eliza and she returned to the library to resume her book. But she could not settle. What if Jared had been seen last night killing that man? What if, even now, Hay was going to get the Redcoats? Should I wake him? She thought. She glanced at the clock on the mantle. It was only four o’clock. Too early, too light. She could only wait. Casting the book aside, she sat on the chair and worried.
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JARED’S NORMAL WAKING hour was at exactly 5 o’clock in the evening. Without fail, the young Laird always, left his bedroom dead on the hour and made his way down to his library. That room was too public for her liking, so, at a few minutes before five that night, she took up a position outside his bedroom door waiting for him to appear. 

Downstairs, a clock chimed five, and before the fifth bell had sounded, the door opened, and a refreshed-looking Jared, in a beautiful suit and cravat, emerged from his room. He looked startled to see her.

‘What are you doing here?’ he asked.

‘Mr Hay was here wanting to see you about the dead man,’ she whispered. ‘Do you think he knows?’

Jared smiled. ‘Of course he doesn’t, how could he? Besides, I only killed that man in self-defence. He shot me first.’

‘And there’s something else,’ she added. She looked around her, mindful that Agnes could be about ‘Can we go somewhere that we won’t be overheard?’ Seeing him hesitate, she added: ‘It’s important.’

He sighed and nodded. ‘Alright then, let’s walk in the gardens and you can tell me all about it.’

*****
[image: image]


THEY WANDERED AROUND the formal gardens at the front of the house. They were walking apart. Eliza was very aware of him and desperate to touch him. But she had to behave. He had made it quite clear last night that there’s was to be a relationship between a maid and her master, and nothing more.

As they strolled, Eliza told him about the visit by Hay that afternoon and his insistence that he must talk with the Laird about the murder.

‘He knows you were in the village last night,’ she reminded him.

‘Yes, but he has no proof I killed that man.’ He looked at her, and she felt a shiver run through her. ‘You’re the only witness.’

‘And I would never tell,’ she said. Maybe this was a good time to broach the subject of her spying. ‘Talking of my helping you last night,’ she began. Her heart sped up. She hoped she had done the right thing. ‘I found out something this afternoon that may explain what’s been happening.’

‘Oh, yes?’

‘Yes, but promise me you won’t be angry.’

‘Why would I be angry with you, Eliza?’ he asked, his voice deep and mellow. He looked at her, puzzled.

‘I might have been snooping,’ she began.

He frowned. ‘Continue.’

She cleared her throat and took a deep breath. ‘I was in the library earlier ... and I found something.’

‘You found something?’ He was staring right through her. ‘Where did you find this something?’

‘I ...’ Oh what was the use? Just tell him. ‘I was looking for clues as to why someone might want to kill you and I happened to be looking through your desk when I found your father’s will.’

His eyes darkened and a low snarl escaped from his lips. She flinched.

‘I’m sorry, sir, but I couldn’t help myself. I just had to find out.’

‘What did I tell you last night? I told you you were not to be involved anymore. It’s too dangerous!’ he growled.

‘I know, but I didn’t see the harm. Anyway, I found out that the Magistrate, Charles Hay is a relative of yours.’

‘Yes, he is my first cousin, unfortunately.’

‘And he is the heir to this estate if something happens to you, correct?’

‘Yes, but what of it?’

‘What if he was behind the murder of your parents, and it was he who had hired that man to try and kill you last night? He’s already been on your land looking for smugglers. If he suspected you were involved in the smuggling and could prove it, it would be a perfect way of having you executed? If that failed, maybe he hired someone to take you out. Then he would inherit Drumford.’

Jared rubbed his chin thoughtfully. ‘But, why would he do that when he has his own estate and money?’

‘I don’t know, it was just a thought. I can’t think why else anyone would want to kill your mother and father, and attack you,’ she replied.

He frowned and considered it for a moment. ‘You know, you could actually have something there.’ He rubbed his chin. ‘There are rumours about Charles, about him owing money in London, but I didn’t want to believe him. Come on, I need to write an urgent letter. We need to find out more about my cousin.’
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BACK IN THE LIBRARY, Jared removed a clean sheet of paper from a drawer, took up a quill, and dipped it in ink. Then he began to write. As he did so, Eliza took up her discarded novel and replaced it back in its place on the bookshelf. She would have plenty of time later to pick it up again, Jared’s future was so much more important.

‘Who are you writing to?’ she asked when Jared laid down the pen and used his blotter to dry the ink.

‘An old school friend from London,’ Jared replied. ‘Charles lived there up until a few months ago when he returned, it was ostensibly to look after his estate and take up the position of local Magistrate. At least, that’s what he told me when I spoke to him shortly after my return to Scotland. But now I’m wondering if there were other reasons why he came home. There had been rumours circulating about gambling debts, but I don’t know if they were true. My friend should be able to tell me. He knows everyone who is anyone down there.’ He carefully folded the letter and, using a wax candle, sealed it. Then he used his own personal stamp to stamp the soft wax. He handed it to Eliza.

‘Will you take it to the post master in Ayr for me, first thing tomorrow? I’d go myself, but...well, you know.’

‘Yes, of course, sir.’

‘Sir?’

‘I’m sorry, I mean Jared.’ She still couldn’t quite get used to the idea of calling him by his first name.

‘That’s better,’ he said getting up from his desk. ‘I’ll leave Alec instructions to take you there by cart, it’s a bit of a trek otherwise.’ He got up from the desk and handed her the letter. ‘I’m trusting you with this, Eliza. Do not let this letter leave your sight until it is safely with the post master.’

‘I won’t, I promise.’ Her heart sang when he smiled at her.
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CHAPTER TEN
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The following morning, Eliza rose early, had a quick breakfast and then met the stable-hand, Alec, at the stables. He was a sandy-haired man of about 30, with twinkling blue eyes and an easy manner. He had a horse drawn cart ready for her, pulled by a grey mare named Molly. From his seat on the cart, he doffed his cap as she approached.

‘Do you need a hand getting up, Miss?’ he said ready to drop the reins to help her board.

‘No thanks, Alec, I can get up just fine,’ she replied climbing on board.

Eliza was thankful that it was a dry morning for she did not relish travelling all the way to the town of Ayr in an open cart if it were raining. With Jared’s letter tightly held in her hands, she tried her best to enjoy the journey from Drumford to the bustling town some ten miles away. The single-track dirt roads were deeply rutted, causing the cart to jiggle and jolt the entire way there, and the driver and his passenger to sway dangerously about on their wooden seat. It was an uncomfortable journey, but Eliza bore it as well as she could. Then, at last, they saw the church spires of Ayr in the distance and Eliza lost all thoughts of her discomfort. She was excited to explore the town having only been there once before as a child. The cart rumbled on to the cobbled streets and Alec pulled up at the top of High Street, which swept down towards the sea. 

‘This is as far as we can go, Miss, what with the steep hill. Old Molly here could get down it alright, but it’s the getting back up that’s the problem,’ he explained. ‘I don’t think she’s got it in her.’

‘That’s alright, Alec,’ she replied. She climbed down to the stone pavement. ‘I don’t mind walking. It’ll give me a chance to look in the shop windows.’

‘You enjoy yourself, Eliza,’ he said pulling his pipe and a pouch of tobacco from a waistcoat pocket. ‘We’ll wait for you here.’

‘I’ll be as quick as I can,’ she said.  With a wave, she turned and hurried off down the High Street, excited to be exploring the old town. The last time she had been there, she had gone with her aunt to buy second-hand boots for Seth.  That had been a long time ago, but the place hadn’t changed one bit.

The postmaster had an office in one of the grander buildings in the town centre, but there were plenty of small shops and market stalls to view as she walked down. There was a haberdasher’s store with beautiful satin sashes and ribbons in its windows. There was a stall selling fresh bread, the scent of which smelled heavenly. There were shoemakers’ shops, and stores selling fish and vegetables, and others which were the offices of wool and linen dealers.  At the bottom of the hill, neatly lined up in the town’s port, were merchant ships and fishing boat. The sun shone brightly that morning, picking ripples and sparkles in the ocean waves, and all felt right in the world. Eliza smiled to herself as she made her way and was just enjoying her task when she spied the unmistakeable figure of Charles Hay striding up the hill towards her. His silver-toppe cane tap-tap-tapped on the pavement flagstones and he had the air of someone in a hurry. He saw her right away and looked at the envelope she carried in her hand with curiosity. Before she could side-step him and pretend that she did not know him, he blocked her way.

‘You’re Jared’s maid, aren’t you?’ he growled.

‘Yessir.’ She bobbed a curtsey, not knowing what else to say.

‘What’s that you’ve got there, girl?’ He peered at the letter as if trying to decipher the address.

‘It’s a letter, sir,’ she replied.

‘Would you let me see it for a moment?’ He held out a gloved hand, his face full of arrogance and privilege.

‘No, sir, I would not. This is the Laird’s private letter, sir, and I was instructed to take this directly to the post master. That is what I will do. Now, if you will excuse me,’ she said, stepping around him. ‘Good day to you, sir.’ 

‘Well, I never heard such rudeness!’ Hay’s booming voice carried down after her. ‘I’ll be telling my cousin about this!’

You do that, Eliza thought as she reached the door of the town hall. She went in.
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BACK HOME SEVERAL HOURS later, Eliza was summoned to speak to Jared in his library. She told him of her encounter with Hay, and he congratulated her on her strength of character.

‘We need to keep an eye on him,’ Jared said thoughtfully. ‘There’s no way he will know what was in that letter or who it was being sent to, but he’s obviously keeping a close eye on me.’ He was standing by the fireplace trying to coax a fire into life with a brass poker.

‘Give that to me,’ she said, taking it from him and kneeling on the floor to sort it out. ‘What do you need a fire for anyway? I didn’t think you could feel the cold.’

‘For you, you dafty,’ Jared chuckled. He bent over her, watching as she carefully created a pyramid of kindling before getting up to fetch a taper from a container on the fireplace. She lit it with a candle. The taper flared and she carefully carried it to the kindling. 

‘There, that’s how you make a fire,’ she said, standing back to watch her handiwork slowly blossom into life. ‘Have you never made one for yourself before?’ She looked at Jared and he shook his head.

‘Never needed to,’ he admitted. Then he grinned, his eyes shining in merriment. ‘I always had a servant woman do it for me.’ He chuckled. ‘And now I have you to do it for me.’

‘I might not be here forever,’ she joked. Oh God, you’re so handsome, she thought as she gazed up at his face.

‘Won’t you?’ His eyes were full of mirth. She returned his smile, but felt awkward. 

‘I should be getting back downstairs,’ she said moving towards the door.

‘Stay awhile, will you?’ he urged. ‘It’s not often I have company in the evening.’

‘But I am merely your employee, sir.’ She reminded him.

He inhaled and rolled his eyes. ‘That’s not what I meant by that, and you know it. I have a duty to keep all my staff safe, including you. And call me Jared. Now, please, join me for a glass of wine and tell me about the rest of your day.’

What could be the harm? She thought as she accepted a glass of wine from him and sat down by the fire. He took the other seat. They sipped their wine thoughtfully each lost in their own thoughts. Then Eliza remembered their visitor from yesterday. 

‘Jared? Did Mr Hay ever come back to ask you about the man who tried to kill you?’ 

‘No, but you can guarantee he will and soon,’ Jared said. 

‘What if he finds out it was you? What if you end up getting arrested and hanged?’

‘It won’t come to that. I promise.’
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A WEEK PASSED BY WITHOUT any word from Jared’s friend, and Eliza spent it performing her maid duties by day and enjoying Jared’s witty companionship in the evening. He had called for him to keep him company every evening since the day she had sent the letter for him, claiming she was the only person he knew who liked to read as much as she did. Despite her best efforts, the other staff members had noticed she was spending a lot of time with the young Laird, and remarks were made.

‘You ought to watch yourself with that one,’ Agnes remarked one afternoon as they were dusting the parlour. ‘People are starting to talk.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘You and the Laird,’ she replied. ‘Everyone knows something is going on between you. You’re always disappearing into his library at night. What are you doing in there?’

‘Reading.’

Agnes looked at her like she didn’t believe her. ‘Well, I’m just telling you many a girl was caught by the young master of the house. None got married, and they were left with the shame of being an unwed mother. Don’t fall for it, Eliza. He’s just using you.’

‘Nothing like that is going on,’ Eliza said and blushed. It was true, Jared had been nothing but a gentleman even though she had hoped for more. She had to content herself with being his friend, even though just the sound of his name sent thrills through her. No wonder the other people in the house suspected something. ‘We just talk. He lets me read some of his books, that’s all.’

‘Uh-huh,’ Agnes replied as she finished dusting the occasional tables and walked to the door. ‘And I’m the Queen of Sheba!’ 

‘It’s true, Agnes, I promise.’ She was not lying. 

As they walked out into the hallway, the doorbell rang. Eliza put down her cleaning items, gave her dress a quick brush down, and went to answer. It was a messenger from the postmaster, and he had brought a letter for the Master. Eliza took it, paid him a coin from the coin pot near the door, and bade him farewell. She gazed at the letter in her hand. Could this be the letter they had been waiting for?

‘You’d best put that in the library,’ Agnes said.

Eliza looked up at her and snapped back to reality. She was just a maid again. ‘Of course,’ she said.

She placed the precious envelope down on Jared’s desk in the library. A quick glance at the mantle clock told her it would a few hours before he would be down to read it. Could she contain her curiosity until then? She stroked the seal on the back of the envelope.

‘What are you doing in there?’ Agnes shouted. ‘Come on, we’ve got the hall to do yet.’

Giving the envelope one last look of longing, Eliza retreated from the library and returned to work.
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THERE WAS NO SIGN OF Jared that evening, and he did not call for her, which worried her. She had gotten so used to being his evening entertainment, that she felt bereft when the invitation did not come. In fact, she only discovered that he had gone out when Grace revealed it at the dinner table that she had seen him leave. 

‘He received a letter earlier,’ Grace said. ‘I gave it to him the minute he came downstairs, and he read it. There must have been something in it that troubled him, for he grabbed his coat and rushed out.’

Eliza was puzzled. Was this the letter they had been waiting for? Why had he left so suddenly and without saying a word to her? He normally did. She ate her evening meal in silence, deep in thought as to what this meant. Had he tired of her? No, she had seen him only last night and nothing had seemed amiss. Was he smuggling again? Fear gripped her.

‘Eliza!’

She looked up to see Grace looking at her. 

‘I said pass the potatoes, will you?’ the housekeeper asked.

She grabbed the serving plate and handed it to Alec to pass along the table.

‘You’ve been very quiet this evening, Eliza,’ Grace said, taking the potatoes. ‘Is anything the matter? You are usually much livelier company.’

‘No, everything’s fine,’ Eliza replied with a fake smile. ‘I’m just tired, that’s all.’

There was a murmur around the table, and Alec tittered. ‘The Laird been keeping you up late?’ he joked.

‘Mr Barr! There will be no need for that kind of talk at this table,’ Grace scolded.

‘Sorry.’

The housekeeper turned her attention to Eliza. ‘In saying that, I have been meaning to talk to you about your ... ah ... friendship with the Laird,’ she said. Suddenly, all eyes were on Eliza. ‘You need to be careful, my girl. Messing with them upstairs never ends well for the likes of us.’ 

Eliza flushed. ‘I’m not...there’s nothing ...’ She tried to defend herself, but knew it was useless. It was an open secret that she and the Laird were getting close. She stood up, feeling light-headed and hot, and the chair scraped beneath her. With trembling hands, she put down her cutlery. ‘If you will excuse me, Mrs McAlpine, I’m suddenly not feeling very well.’

‘I don’t mean to scold you, Eliza. Please sit down and finish your dinner. It’s just that we’re all worried as to where this might lead. You are a good and virtuous young woman. It wouldn’t do to...’

‘There’s nothing like that going on,’ Eliza snapped. She looked at the upturned faces before her, and suddenly was overwhelmed by the need to escape. She ran out of the servant’s dining room into the dark hallway beyond.

‘I didn’t mean...!’ Grace shouted after her.

Eliza rushed upstairs, taking each step two at a time, then fled into the walled garden. Stopping momentarily to catch her breath, she breathed in the cool evening air and waited until she had calmed down enough to push on. She needed some space. Everything that had happened recently suddenly hit her like a wave crashing on the shore, and Grace’s words rang in her head. Messing with them upstairs never ends well for the likes of us. Was Jared just ‘messing around’ with her? Was she just a plaything to be cast aside when he felt like it? He had treated her with nothing but respect and care. He had given her no indication that he wanted something more from her. Indeed, it was she who was making it into something it was not. It was she who was fantasising about kissing him, about holding him in her arms, about being his true love. But Eliza knew that Grace’s words rang true. There could be no future for her and Jared. People like him never married people like her. This fantasy romance of hers was going nowhere. What had she been thinking? 

She made her way down to the stables and unlocked the door. A quick glance inside the lantern-lit building told her all she needed to know. Jared had taken Hercules. He never took him out for less than two hours, so she could have some time alone to think. She went inside and found the warm soft muzzle of Molly poking over the stall door. She caressed the horse’s nose and leaned into her as she wondered what to do next. Should she allow this romance to continue? Or would it be better to end it now?

‘You alright, Eliza?’ It was Alec. He was standing at the door, silhouetted in the darkening evening light. ‘I followed you. I’m sorry if I upset you. I was only joking earlier,’ he said. 

‘That’s alright, Alec. I’m not upset,’ she said, kissing Molly on the nose. ‘I just needed some air, that’s all.’

‘Of course.’ He joined her at the stall and patted Molly. The horse whinnied in delight. ‘But you’re alright?’

‘Yes, I’m good,’ she replied. 

He nodded. ‘I’m glad you came in here, we like having visitors, don’t we, Molly?’

‘I like it here,’ she said, ‘I like being around horses.’

‘Me too.’

Eliza was very aware that Alec have moved very close to her. He was looking at her as if he had something important to say, but before he could, she got there first.

‘I’d best be getting back to the house,’ she said. ‘I have things to do before bed.’

He nodded, defeat showing in his face. 

‘Goodnight, Alec.’

She walked past him, but was stopped when he caught her wrist in his hand. She turned, puzzled.

‘Eliza, I... er ... look I know you and the Lairds are friendly,’ he began, ‘but if anything were to happen and you found yourself alone or in trouble, I’m here for you.’

‘Thank you, Alec, that’s good to know,’ she replied, wondering where this had all suddenly came from.

‘I’ve always liked you, Eliza,’ he continued. ‘And, you know, if things don’t work out between you and Mr Maclean ... I would be honoured to walk out with you.’

Eliza took a breath. ‘Alec, I appreciate the offer,’ she said, looking up into the young man’s face. He seemed embarrassed, but hopeful. ‘I really do, thank you, but there is nothing going on between me and the Laird. And I’m not looking for a beau at the moment.’

‘Oh, okay.’

‘Thank you all the same.’

He released her wrist. 

‘I must be going,’ she said. With a terse smile, she left the stable, and walked out into the sweet evening air, very aware of him watching her.

‘He’ll cast you aside, you know,’ Alec called. ‘They always do.’
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ELIZA WOULD HAVE PREFERRED to go straight up to her room that evening to think about things. However, she had promised Agnes she would sit with her at the servants’ dining table to help her darn the socks of the male staff at Drumford. It took them until nine o’clock to finish the pile of socks that had accumulated.

‘You know, I don’t know why it’s always left to women to do this type of work,’ Agnes grumbled.

‘Because we’re better at it!’ Eliza replied.

‘Yes, but why can’t they darn their own socks? I’ve got enough to do without having to do this,’ she replied. She held up the sock she was darning. ‘I mean, look at this! How does someone get a hole that big in the toe?’

‘Maybe he doesn’t cut his toenails,’ Eliza suggested.

Agnes grimaced. ‘Oh, don’t say that! You’re making me sick!’

They both giggled. Then Martha tied off the thread, cut it and put the sock down on the finished pile.

‘Time for bed, I think,’ she said with yawn. 

They climbed the stairs to the upper level and were about to go into the servants’ hallway when the Laird emerged from his library. 

‘Eliza, can I have a word please?’ he said.

Agnes gave Eliza a knowing look before disappearing through the servants’ door.

‘Yes, of course.’ Eliza walked across the main hallway as serenely as she could. Her heart was full of hope, but after the warnings of her fellow servants earlier, she was afraid her feelings for him shone out of her. He was the Laird. Of course, he’s not interested romantically in you, Eliza Hart, she thought to herself as she walked across the hallway.

He held the door open for her and she entered. Once inside, Jared told her to sit on her usual seat by the fire so he could tell her all about what had been happening.

‘Where did you go?’ she asked. ‘Grace said a letter came and you rushed out.’

He chuckled. ‘Nothing gets by you lot downstairs, does it?’ He sat down next to her and handed her a glass of wine. Taking a quick sip from his own glass, he put it down on a small table and removed the mysterious letter from his waistcoat. He handed it to her. She took it eagerly, and opened it. Before she could read the fine handwriting, Jared began.

‘My friend wrote back to me,’ he said. ‘And it’s as we thought. Charles has not been truthful about his return to Ayrshire. It seems he had to leave London in a hurry due to huge gambling debts and rumours that were circulating that his estate was on its knees. My cousin is close to bankruptcy, Eliza. You were right. He was behind the murder of my parents and the attempted murder on me.’

‘He certainly has a good motive,’ she agreed. She looked down at the letter once more, this time reading its contents. ‘It says here that one of the men Hay owes money to has started legal proceedings against him in an attempt to get his money.’ She looked up at Jared. ‘This is proof,’ she said.

‘Yes, but it’s not enough to persuade a judge,’ he replied. ‘We need more. We need a witness.’

They lapsed into silence for a moment; each lost in their own thoughts. How could they prove that Hay was behind it all? Who could they talk to and find out more? How would they prove it? They both came to the same conclusion at the same time.

‘We need to talk to Seth.’ they said in unison and then burst out laughing.

‘Great minds think alike,’ Jared said.

‘And fools seldom differ,’ she replied. ‘But I think we’re both right in this case. We need to track down my uncle and make him tell us what he knows.’

‘I don’t think that would work,’ Jared responded. ‘I tried to shake it out of him the other night, but he wasn’t for having it.’

‘Can’t you use your vampire ways to make him talk?’

‘My vampire ways?’ He chuckled.

‘Yes, you know to hypnotise him or whatever it is you do.’

‘You mean: glamour him?’

She nodded.

‘The problem with that is your uncle is always blind drunk and, to glamour him properly, he needs to be able to see straight. You saw what happened the last time I tried it; he wasn’t exactly eager to tell me the truth.’

‘He never does,’ Eliza muttered. She thought for a moment. ‘What if...’ she began, ‘no, it’s too silly, it wouldn’t work.’

‘What? Tell me?’

‘What if we could spy on him and see if he gives himself up? He’s a horrible man who has done nothing but create misery for others. However, he has a huge ego and loves to boast about the awful things he has done. What if we can catch him out doing that?’ She looked at him to see his reaction and was pleased to see a gleam in his beautiful green eyes.

‘Yes,’ Jared replied, ‘but it couldn’t be me, he knows me too well. And he knows Patrick from the estate. It would have to be someone else.’

‘What about Alec? Seth doesn’t know him.’

Jared looked at Eliza, a smile playing about his lips. ‘That might just work,’ he said and leaned over to kiss her.

‘Oh, and I’m coming too,’ she added.

*****
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ALEC WAS ONLY TOO HAPPY to help out when Jared explained to him about trying to catch the killer of his mother and father. The vampire gave him a bag of coins to spend in the public house, and another as a thank you for doing the job. 

‘And one more thing,’ Jared began, ‘do you have a spare set of clothes we could borrow?’

‘Clothes?’ He looked from Jared to Eliza. ‘Why do you need my clothes?’

A short while later, Eliza was dressed in Alec’s Sunday best suit comprising rough woollen breeches, a matching jacket, waistcoat and a cotton shirt. She had tucked her long dark hair into a woollen cap and put on an old pair of boots Alec had borrowed from one of the gardeners. Up close, it was easy to see she was a woman, but at a distance, she could pass as a young man. 

‘These fit me quite well,’ she told Alec as they waited for Jared. The vampire had returned to the house to change into less fancy clothes and to fetch his hat and cloak. He, too, would be in the pub incognito. The stable-hand could only nod his acknowledgment. Eliza knew that he did not think it fitting for a woman to enter a pub, never mind entering one dressed in men’s clothes, and he had said so quite forcibly. But she had stood her ground. She knew Seth and knew when he was lying. She needed to be there.

‘I suppose so,’ Alec replied. ‘I still don’t think it’s a good idea. He shouldn’t be making you do these things for him.’

‘He’s not making me do anything,’ she snapped.

He looked at her, his face implying he thought the opposite.

‘He’s not!’

‘I just don’t want you getting hurt,’ he added.

‘I’ll be fine.’

Eliza was relieved when Jared arrived a few minutes later, she did not want to continue having to justify her involvement in this scheme to Alec. She knew he was just worried about her, but she could take care of herself. 

Undercover of a growing darkness, the trio walked down the estate road towards the gates. Once they reached that ornate entranceway, Jared paused to instruct Alec to wait there for 20 minutes before following them. That way they would not arrive at the pub at the same time. 

The Drumford Arms was half full when they arrived at its wooden door. Candlelight spilled out of the windows and the sounds of men talking and singing could be heard from the street. Jared, hat pulled down low on his head, entered first and made for the bar, Eliza following at his heels. She kept her head down and kept close.

‘Two beers,’ he said to the skinny barman. He turned to Eliza. ‘Go and find us some seats near the fire if you can.’ With a nod, she left him.

She wended her way through a group of men and made her way to some oak benches pressed up against the wall behind a large winged chair sat in front of the fire. Its twin sat opposite and both were occupied by two farm workers Eliza knew from her youth. She pulled her cap down and sat on the bench hoping they would not recognise her. A minute later and Jared was handing her a pewter tankard full of beer.

‘Cheers,’ he murmured and took a swig.

They sat in silence for some time, watching for any sign of Seth. Eliza knew it would be only a matter of time before her uncle appeared at his favourite drinking haunt, and, sure enough, Seth burst through the door ten minutes later and hailed the barman like an old friend. He was on his own, but looked around to see if any of his friends were in yet. Seeing they were not, he took his ale from the barman, threw him a coin, and sauntered over to where the young farm workers were drinking in the winged chairs.

‘Evening boys,’ he said taking a thirsty swig from his tankard. ‘How’s it going?’ Beer dripped from his lips, trickling down his chin and he wiped it with the back of his hand.

‘Fine, Seth, fine,’ one of the young men answered.

‘Now, you two young ones wouldn’t by any chance give up your seats for an old man like me, would you?’ Seth said. His voice was pleasant and he gave them a friendly grin, but Eliza knew from experience that when Seth looked to be in a good mood, that was often when he was at his most dangerous. The cruel tormenter of her youth would revel in causing her pain and would smile every time he did it. It stood to reason he was like that with others too. 

The farmhands looked at one another and then back at Seth. They seemed uneasy in his company.

‘Now, Seth, we’ve just this minute sat down to enjoy a pint,’ one said. 

‘And?’ Seth leaned one arm on each chair. ‘Are you saying you would leave a mature man like me to his discomfort? Haven’t I told you boys before that these chairs here are my seats? And that no-one should be sitting in them without my say-so?’

‘Aw come on, Seth,’ the other said. ‘Let’s be reasonable.’

‘Reasonable?’ Seth roared.

‘Hoi, Seth!’ The barman shouted. ‘Keep it down. I don’t want any trouble tonight, not after last time.’

Seth stood up to his full height and held a hand up in surrender. ‘Of course not, Rab, I would never bring trouble to the doors of this fine establishment. However, I would like to sit at the fire and warm my old bones. And these two aren’t for shifting.’

‘Just leave them be, will you?’ the barman replied.

‘Leave them be? LEAVE. THEM. BE?’ Seth roared.

From her seat nearby, Eliza held her breath. Seth was working himself up into a fury, and, any moment, all hell would break loose. The pub quietened, all eyes turned to the fireplace.

‘Well, boys are you leaving or am I going to make you?’ Seth shouted.

‘Seth!’ the barman roared. ‘Enough!’

But, the two young men were already scrambling out of the chairs and making their way to another part of the public house, away from Seth and his notorious bad temper. Eliza’s uncle smiled with satisfaction and made a show of sitting down. He reclined on the chair closest to where she was sitting, and she turned her head away. Thankfully, he did not recognise her and she let out her breath in relief. The tension in the bar evaporated, the other customers resuming their conversations and merriment. Seth swigged from his tankard and stared sullenly into the fire.

Several minutes later and Eliza was getting anxious that Alec would not arrive, but her fears soon dissipated when she saw the stable-hand walk through the door. He paused, looking around seemingly searching for someone. Then seeing Eliza and Jared near the fire, made his way to the bar and ordered. Grabbing the bottle of whisky and two glasses, he strode over to the chairs in front of the fire and addressed the grouchy-looking man sitting there.

‘Is that chair free?’ he asked Seth.

The older man looked up at him and grimaced. 

‘Depends who’s asking.’

‘Just a man with a bottle of whisky to share, is all.’

Seth looked at the bottle greedily and smiled. ‘I suppose you can join me for a while,’ he grumbled, ‘but you’ll have to move when my friend arrives.’ 

Alec agreed and Seth nodded for him to sit down. The older man licked his lips in anticipation of tasting the golden liquid inside Alec’s bottle. Alec poured himself a glass.

‘You looked kind of lonely sitting here by yourself, friend. Will you take a drink with me?’ he said.

Seth’s gruff demeanour lifted immediately. He painted on a smile.

‘I don’t mind if I do,’ he replied taking the glass proffered by the stable-hand. ‘Thank you, friend, that’s most generous.’ He took a sip. ‘Ah, the nectar of the Gods.’ Then he returned his attention back to Alec. ‘I’ve not seen you around here before? Where are you from?’

Jared and Alec had already worked out this answer. Although Alec had been working for the Macleans for many years, he was a God-fearing family man who rarely took a drink and never frequented the local taverns. He went to church on a Sunday and spent any spare time he had with in the stables tending the horses. Seth, on the other hand, was the total opposite, spending all of his waking moments in the pub if it was open. He never went to church and only worked when he ran out of money for drink. 

‘I’ve just come up from Stranraer looking for work,’ Alec replied. ‘Do you know of anyone who’s hiring?’

‘No, but I can ask around for you,’ Seth said.

‘I’d be grateful.’

‘Is there any more of that whisky going?’

The two men talked for some time about this and that, never broaching on the subject Eliza was desperate to know about most of all: whether Seth was involved in the Maclean murders or not. While Alec kept Seth’s glass topped up, he took only small sips of his own, discarding whisky from his glass to the floor when the other man was not looking. His job was to get Seth roaring drunk, but remain relatively sober himself. An hour passed and Eliza was beginning to lose all hope of hearing anything useful when Alec pounced.

‘Here, did I hear there was a murder of some posh couple around here?’ he said.

Seth chuckled. ‘Oh yes, Lord la-di-da and his lady had their throats slit a few weeks ago.’

At her side, she could feel Jared stiffen.

‘Do you know what happened?’ Alec wanted to know.

‘I do indeed,’ Seth replied tapping his nose conspiratorially. ‘I know a lot more than these idiots do,’ he added, pointing around the bar area. Then he leaned over towards Alec: ‘I saw it happen.’

Alec mirrored him and his head almost touched Seth’s. ‘I thought no-one witnessed it. Sure, the Laird and the Magistrate will want to talk to you.’

‘Oh, I’m saying nothing,’ Seth said, his voice thick with drink. ‘It’s got nothing to do with me.’

Alec sat back and surveyed his drinking partner. ‘You’re talking rubbish. You didn’t see anything, did you? You’re just making it up to have something to talk about.’

‘I’m telling you I saw it all!’ Seth growled. 

‘Right then, what happened?’

Drunk and unsteady in his seat, Seth looked tipsily around the bar and then leaned back to Alec. ‘They were attacked by three men on horseback. One stopped the carriage on the road whilst the other two pulled the old Laird and his wife from inside. They were made to hand over any valuables, then forced back into the carriage where they had their throats slit. There was blood everywhere, and one of the men was covered in it.’ Here he paused and ran a finger across his neck to illustrate his point. 

‘And where were you when all this happened?’

‘I was there,’ he said. He nodded for Alec to fill his glass again which the stablehand quickly did. ‘Everyone thinks it was highwaymen during a robbery gone wrong, but it wasn’t.’ Seth pursed his lips and shook his head.

‘It wasn’t?’

‘Nope, they were murdered in cold blood by a man who wants their money,’ he said draining the glass and smacking his lips. ‘Pour us another glass, will you?’

‘Of course.’ Alec poured. ‘You said you were there. Were you hiding nearby and happened to see it?’

‘No, no,’ Seth slurred. He giggled. ‘I was there...’ He looked around to see if anyone was listening and then leaned in closer. ‘... cos I was the third man.’ He saw the horror in Alec’s eyes. ‘I didn’t kill them, if that’s what you were thinking. I was the one who held up the coach. It was the other two, the lackey and the posh one, that did it. But I saw it happen. The coachman tried to stop it all happening, but my friends soon got him too. And I got paid a pretty penny for that.’

Jared let out a low growl. Eliza, scared he was going to attack her uncle, placed a placating hand on his arm. ‘Calm down,’ she whispered.

‘And who were the other men? Who was the posh one?’ Alec asked.

‘Nope, that’s you got enough out of me,’ Seth slurred. He tapped his nose. ‘Can’t say any more. Got to keep the secret.’ He sat back in his chair and belched. Then he went quiet, his eyes close. Soon he was snoring, an empty glass held loosely in one hand. Alec looked up to Jared and Eliza, his eyes seeking direction about what to do next. It was the barman who came to the rescue. He came over, removed the glass from Seth’s hand and placed it on the mantlepiece. 

‘I can’t be doing with you sleeping here,’ he said, attempting to wake Seth up with some quick slaps on his cheeks. ‘The last time you did it, you pissed all over the chair. Come on, Seth, wake up. Time to go home.’

Alec stood up. ‘Can I help, sir? I know where he lives, I could drop him off home for you.’

The barman looked at Alec and then back at the snoring Seth. ‘That would be fine, thank you, sir.’

‘Let me give you a hand,’ Jared said getting to his feet. ‘We’re heading out anyway. It would be our pleasure.’  He went to help Alec hoist Seth to his feet and, each taking an arm, they carried Seth out of the door closely followed by Eliza. 

Once outside, she broke her silence. ‘What are you going to do with him?’ she asked, fearful that Jared meant to kill Seth. She did not care about her uncle, but she did not want Jared to be accused of and hanged for murder. Could vampires be hanged?

‘We’re taking him back to the house,’ Jared said, swinging the inebriated man over his shoulder. ‘He’s our witness.’
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
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Eliza was not there when Seth awoke in a locked room in the cellar of Drumford House the following morning, but she heard the shouting and banging. She woke at her usual time, got washed and dressed, and then joined Agnes on the climb down the servants’ staircase to the kitchen. From the upper floor, all was peaceful, but the closer they got to their destination, the more they could hear the muffled cries and rhythmic bangs of a man locked away. Agnes looked alarmed.

‘What’s going on?’

‘Don’t worry, the Laird has someone locked in the cellar,’ Eliza explained. Then she saw Agnes’ shocked face and added: ‘He’s done something illegal that the Laird wants to talk to him about before the Magistrate is called. I don’t what it was.’ She did not elaborate more.

Agnes seemed to accept that explanation, but Grace wasn’t so easy to convince. She looked furious when the two younger women entered the kitchen.

‘Why is there a man in my cellar?’ she asked as Eliza approached the kitchen table.

‘The Laird locked him up until he can summon the Law,’ she said. She grabbed a plate and a small pottery cup. She put some bread and bacon on the plate and filled the cup with fresh milk. 

‘Well, who is he?’ Grace wanted to know, ‘and what’s he done? Is he dangerous?’

‘Seth Dankworth, my uncle,’ Eliza replied. ‘I can’t tell you what he’s done, and, yes, he is dangerous. The Laird said no-one is to go near him on their own while he’s locked up in there.’ She held up the plate and cup. ‘Could one of you come with me while I take this into him?’

‘Oh Lord!’ Grace gasped. ‘Whatever next?’ She picked up an iron poker from the fireplace. ‘I’d better come with you. If he goes for you, I’ll bash him over the head!’ 

She followed Eliza down to the cellars. The cellar door was in the hallway between the kitchen and the stairs, and Seth was kicking up a storm as they approached, yelling at the top of his lungs and kicking at the door with all his might. The door, made from thick oak, did not yield

‘Help! Help! I’ve been kidnapped! Let me out!’ he yelled.

‘Will you be quiet!!’ Grace yelled back and the noise immediately stopped. 

‘Who’s that?’ Seth demanded. ‘Let me out at once!’

‘I’ll do no such thing,’ Grace snapped. ‘Now either you quieten down or we take your breakfast back to the kitchen.’

Seth was silent.

‘That’s better. Now, stand away from the door. I have a weapon, so no funny stuff. Have you got that?’

‘Yes, dear lady, I do,’ came the reply.

The women waited until they were sure he was away from the door before unlocking it. Grace turned the big iron key and pushed the door open to allow Eliza to enter with the plate and cup. Seth was leaning against the wall at the other end of the small room, looking at them in disgust. He was surrounded by shelves groaning with pots and sacks of food, but that didn’t make him look any less scary. Eliza’s mind immediately went back to that night when he attacked her and her legs felt like jelly. Willing herself to keep it together, she put the plate and cup on the floor in front of her and returned to the doorway.

‘I might have known you were behind this, Eliza Hart,’ he growled. ‘You always were a sneak.’

She turned to look at him ‘I’m not the one who’s been locked up, Uncle Seth. You’re in here for a reason,’ she replied. 

‘Yeah, well, I don’t even know what that reason was,’ he barked. ‘Why am I in here? Can you tell me that? Last night is all a bit of a blur.’

‘I’m not at liberty to say,’ Eliza replied.

‘You’ll tell me right now or I’ll tan your hide!’ he replied taking a step towards her. Grace held up the poker and he backed off.

‘You’ll find out soon enough, Seth Dankworth’ she said, ‘when the Laird sees you later.’ Her stomach churned and her breathing was shallow.

‘Later?’ he growled. ‘Why can’t I see him now?’ 

‘The Laird’s busy,’ Eliza snapped, trying to seem braver than she felt. ‘He’ll see you when he’s good and ready. Now, eat your breakfast, you pathetic excuse for a man.’

Trembling, she ushered Grace outside, shut the door, and locked it tight. Turning to the housekeeper, she gave her a weak smile.

‘That’s your uncle?’ Grace asked as the two returned to the kitchen.

‘Only by marriage,’ she replied. ‘Thank the Lord.’
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ELIZA ONLY HAD TO SEE Seth once more during the day when she and Grace fed and watered him again. However, she could hear his howls of self-pity and pleas to be released at intervals throughout the day. His voice floated upstairs and she could hear him as she carried out her duties: when she was polishing the handrail of the staircase; when she was dusting the library; and even when she was beating carpets outside. She could not get away from him. Just after lunch, the shouting finally stopped. Seth had either lost his voice or was sleeping. No matter what had happened, the sudden silence came as a welcome relief to the household.

Jared was champing at the bit to get at Seth when he arrived downstairs a few minutes after 5pm that same day. Eliza could see he was itching to squeeze any information he could from him. Eliza intercepted him as he strode purposefully towards the cellar.

‘What are you going to do to him?’ she asked, stepping in front of the vampire just as he reached the door.

‘Just ask him some questions,’ came the cold reply. Jared was in business mode, something Eliza had come to recognise in his dealings with Seth. Gone was the charming man, replaced by a cold, calculating vampire.

‘Tell me you’re not going to kill him,’ she pleaded, visions of the night he had ripped open the assassin’s neck swimming before her. He looked at her, puzzled, the frosty façade evaporating.

‘No, of course not, that would do me no good. I need him to tell me what happened and who was behind the murders,’ he said, tight-lipped. ‘Once I know everything there is and I’m satisfied he’s told me the truth, then I’ll kill him.’

She put her back against the door and refused to move. ‘But if you kill him, then the law will come after you. Isn’t it better that you get the information and then hand him over to the authorities along with his accomplices?’

Jared paused to consider it. Then his shoulders sank. ‘You’re right,’ he said, ‘but killing him would have been so satisfying.’ He ran a tongue over his teeth, and his fangs shot out. Eliza flinched. She had almost forgotten what he really was.

‘Yes, but wouldn’t it be more satisfying to get all three murderers?’

He sighed. ‘Alright, I’ll not kill him,’ he promised, ‘but I will rough him up a bit. Is that alright with you?’ She nodded. ‘Good, now can you get out of my way, please? I have a man to see about murder.’
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SETH WAS LOUNGING ON a make-shift bed of old potato sacks when Jared unlocked the door and strode into the room, Eliza on his tail. The room was in near darkness, save for the light streaming in from the open door and a tiny window high up on the outside wall. On seeing who it was, he scrambled to his feet and squared up to the young Laird, puffing his chest out and taking on the air of man about to lose his temper.

‘How dare you lock me in this room!’ he snarled as Jared stood to look at him. ‘How dare you! I should report you to the Magistrate!’ Jared gave him a cool, calm smile. Then the captive spied Eliza standing beside the younger man. ‘And you! You little whore! You’re no better!’ Jared’s face changed. He pursed his lips, and a deep frown rested above his narrowed eyes. 

But he kept his temper. Just.

‘Mr Dankworth!’ he said, his voice cracked like a whip. Seth jumped and stared at him. ‘How dare you call into question your niece’s honour. Now, apologise to the lady and then we can get on with our business.’

Set let out a nervous laugh. ‘I’m not apologising to her! Everyone knows what this little tart has been getting up to.’

Jared growled low and deep. Seth cringed. Jared moved slowly forward, ready to pounce, but Eliza was ready for him. She stood in front of him, her back to Seth, and put a placating hand on his chest. Jared never took his eyes off his prey.

‘Jared, you promised.’

The Laird glanced down at her and then looked back at Seth. His body relaxed a little and he stood still. Eliza turned to confront Seth.

‘What did you mean, Seth?’ she asked. ‘I haven’t been getting up to anything.’

‘You’ve been seen out and about at night when you shouldn’t be,’ he began, ‘I saw you myself. And everyone knows you and him...’ He nodded in Jared’s direction. ‘...have been up to no good. Folk have seen you together, talking like you’re some lady to the gent of the house, walking into public bars to take him home. Oh, yes, young lady, everyone knows what you are! You’re the Laird’s whore!’

Eliza gasped at this information. She and Jared had tried to be discreet with their budding romance, but it wasn’t easy in a place that had known both of them since birth. Before she could retort, Jared responded.

‘How dare you speak about Eliza like that!’ he said and bared his teeth. For the first time, Eliza felt a little afraid of him. ‘How dare you say those words in front of her. Have you no shame, man?’

‘I have no shame? Me? I’m not the one parading about as the Laird’s mistress. You’re the one that’s shameful!’ he spat.

Behind her, Eliza felt Jared’s body trembling with rage.

‘Choose your words carefully, man,’ he growled, but Seth ignored him.

‘You can dress a whore up in the finest of clothes and call her anything you like,’ Seth continued, ‘but she’ll still be a whore!’ Seth mocked.

Well, that was it. Jared could contain his fury no longer. His eyes went black, his fangs extended, he roared in anger, shoved Eliza out of the way and pounced on the unsuspecting Seth, knocking him off his feet. As Eliza felt to the dirt floor of the cellar, she heard Seth squeal in terror as he too clattered to the ground. 

‘Get him off me!’ he screeched as Jared pinned him to the ground.

‘Are you going to apologise to the lady now?’ Jared asked, his white face and his terrifying fangs a hair’s breadth away from Seth’s. The frightened man nodded. ‘Say it!’ Jared rasped.

‘I’m sorry,’ Seth whispered.

‘Louder, she can’t hear you.’

‘I said I’m sorry, Eliza,’ Seth called from under the vampire.

In a flash of movement, Jared was on his feet and at Eliza’s side. She looked at him astonished as he lifted her to her feet, apologising as he did. 

‘What is he?’ Seth coughed as he sat up. ‘He’s not human! He’s the Devil himself!’

‘No, I’m just the Laird,’ Jared said taking a step towards his prey again. 

Seth backed himself up against the wall and sat staring at him in terror. ‘You’re no human!’ he said again. ‘I saw them, I saw your eyes and those teeth!’

Jared sneered. ‘You’re seeing things, that’s all. It’s no wonder with the state you were in last night,’ he replied. ‘Now, let’s get down to the real reason you are here. I want answers about the murder of my parents.’

Wide-eyed and shaking, Seth shook his head. ‘I don’t know anything about it.’

‘You were heard talking about it in the pub last night,’ Jared said. 

‘No, I was’t.’

‘Eliza and I heard you,’ Jared said, stalking towards him. ‘We heard everything.’ He towered over his captive. ‘So, here’s what’s going to happen. You’re going to tell us everything you know about what happened the night my mother and father were killed.’

‘And if I don’t?’

From her viewpoint, Eliza couldn’t see what Jared exactly did, all she could see was him leaning towards Seth and her uncle looking like he was going to shit his pants. He screeched in horror, pulled his knees up to his chest, and covered his eyes with his arms.

‘Alright, alright, I’ll tell you, just don’t hurt me,’ he whimpered. For the first time in her life, Eliza actually felt sorry for him. It was fleeting and she did nothing to help him. Jared backed off and waited until Seth had stopped whimpering before demanding he tell all he knew.

‘They’ll kill me if I tell you,’ he sobbed. 

‘I’ll kill you if you don’t,’ Jared cried.

Sitting defeated on the floor, head bowed, Seth began: ‘Alright, I’ll tell you, but you can’t tell them it was me. Promise me that!’ He looked at Jared hopefully.

‘I’m promising you nothing. Begin.’

‘I was in the pub a few months ago when a man came up to me and asked me if I wanted to make some easy money,’ he began. ‘So, I said yes. He said it involved holding up a coach, but it would be paid well and I wouldn’t have to do anything other than be there. So, I said yes.’ He looked up at Jared again, his eyes full of terror. ‘I didn’t know they had planned to kill your parents, honest I didn’t.’ He continued: ‘So, we arranged a night for the hold-up to happen. I met him and another man at the crossroads just out of the village, and they gave me a disguise and a horse to ride.’

‘A disguise?’ Eliza said. 

‘Yeah, it was a dark cloak, a tri-corner hat, and a scarf to put over my face,’ Seth replied. Here he paused as if deep in thought. Then he looked and saw Jared staring at him, so he continued in a shaking voice: ‘The gave me a flintlock pistol to carry and said just to follow them.’

‘Who were these two men?’ Jared wanted to know.

‘One was that man who was killed by the animal the other night, you know the one?’

Jared glanced at Eliza. ‘Yes, I know who you mean. And the other?’

‘I don’t know, I never saw his face. He kept it covered all the time I was with them, but he was a toff, I could tell by the way he spoke,’ Seth explained. ‘Anyway, they said we were just to hold up the coach and split the loot, but that’s not what happened.’

‘Go on.’

‘We lay in wait for the coach to come. The second man, who was in charge, said it was expected within the hour, so we waited in some trees nearby. Sure enough, a black coach approached, and we got ready to hold it up. I was to stop the carriage by riding out in front of it whilst the other two men robbed the passengers.’ He bit his top lip. ‘Well, I did as I was told and stopped the coach. I held my gun on the coachmen whilst the other two made the passengers dismount. It was then that I saw who it was: your mum and dad. They looked scared, but your dad stood up to the others. He said they would hang for this, and the boss man laughed and said only if they catch us. Then he made them go back in the carriage. He took a knife from inside his cloak and used it to cut your dad’s throat. Your mum screamed and she got cut as well. The other man, the one who had hired me, took care of the coachman. We took what we could from the bodies and the coach, and then scarpered. We were to meet the following day to share out the loot, but when I turned up there was no-one there, only a bag of money with my name pinned to it.’

There was silence whilst Jared and Eliza took it all in. Then she had a thought.

‘What did you do with the horse they’d given?’ she asked.

Seth gave her a puzzled look. ‘Well, I was supposed to just let it go, but it was such a fine beast that I thought to sell it when all the dust settled,’ he replied. 

‘So, where is it now?’

‘It’s at a mate’s house.’

Eliza turned to Jared. ‘We need to get that horse.’

‘What? Why?’

‘It might give us clues as to who owns it.’

‘Agreed.’

Jared turned back to Seth. ‘Get to your feet, you’re coming with us.’

‘Where are you taking me? I told you everything I know! Please don’t hurt me! I’ve told you everything.’

Jared strode up to the whimpering man, grabbed him by the collar and dragged him to his feet. ‘Get moving,’ he said roughly pushing him towards the door. ‘You’re going to take us to the horse.’
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CHAPTER TWELVE
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Seth’s friend stayed on a farm some miles away from Drumford, so Jared had Alec saddle up three horses. Seth frowned when he saw the stable-hand, but Alec ignored him and went about his business. Jared made Seth mount one horse and tied a rope around his wrists. This rope he tied to his own saddle. Then he gave Eliza a lift up on to the mare, Molly. Taking a hold of the reins of Seth’s horse, he led them out of the stables and into the moonlit night. 

Jared knew the local area like the back of his hand and had no problem leading them onto the dirt track that would take them up to the farm. Situated on another’s land, it was known to him none-the-less.

‘What are you going to do with me?’ Seth muttered as the horses slowly made their way inland. ‘I was only the helper; I never killed them. I had nothing to do with it.’

Jared turned slowly in his saddle and glared at the man. ‘I would suggest you keep that trap of yours shut,’ he growled. ‘Otherwise, I will shut it for you.’

Wide-eyed, Seth closed his mouth and did not speak again until they reached their destination. Eliza was grateful for the peace. He was one person she had hoped never to be in the company of again, but fate had had other ideas. She rode behind the men in silence, hoping they would find something useful out about the mystery horse. If it turned out to be a dead end, she did not know where they could go next.

The journey took nearly an hour across dark dirt tracks, but at last the farm came into view.

Seth’s friend, a farmhand called Arthur, was not happy about being pulled away from his evening meal, but one look at Jared’s serious face, and he left his small cottage and led them to a paddock at the rear of the building. The field contained two Clydesdale plough horses and a brown coloured mare.

‘That’s her there,’ Seth said, pointing to the female.

‘Where’s her saddle and tack?’ Jared asked, addressing the friend. The man sighed and pointed to a stone barn. ‘Fetch it for me, will you?’

The man looked to Seth for reassurance. ‘Do as he asks,’ Seth said.

Whilst they waited, Eliza dismounted and went to the paddock’s wooden fence. She clicked softly to the three horses who were watching them nearby. Speaking softly to them, she was able to lure them to the fence for nose rubs and neck scratches.

‘Oh, you are just lovely,’ she murmured to the biggest Clydesdale, a young male. He nuzzled her as she spoke.

‘You seem to have a way with them.’ Jared was at her side.

‘I told you I liked horses,’ she said.

‘And they seem to like you.’ 

She gazed up at him and in the moonlight could see him looking at her curiously. He looked perplexed as if she were a puzzle he had to solve. Then a sudden sound of hooves tapping on hard ground caused them to turn around just in time to see Seth spin his horse and race away. Eliza tried to go after him, but was prevented from doing so by Jared.

‘Leave him, we’ll pick him up later, for now we need to get this horse,’ he exclaimed. He was right.

Seth’s friend returned moments later lugging a basic leather saddle and tack. After examining them for clues of the owner and finding none, Jared instructed him to saddle the mare and to lead her out of the paddock. After the man had complied, Jared tossed the man a few silver coins for his trouble and grabbed the mare’s reins. He walked her to where his own horse was waiting and tied the reins to his saddle. Then he helped Eliza back up on her steed before getting on his own. He bade the farmhand farewell and led the spare horse and Eliza back the way they had come.

The journey back seemed far longer than the one going, but after an hour, they spied the ornate metal gates of Drumford House. At the entranceway, Eliza called for him to stop. They needed to pause for a minute. Jared turned his horse around so he was facing Eliza.

‘Eliza?’ He was puzzled.

‘Let the mare go,’ she instructed.

‘What?’ 

‘Let her go, she’ll lead us back to her master.’ She had no clue where this idea had come from, but it suddenly seemed like the only thing they could do.

A smile spread over Jared’s handsome face, and he nodded. Turning in his saddle, he untied the other horse. He threw her reigns over her head and then let her go. At first, the mare was reluctant to leave them, but after a slap on her behind by Jared, she raced off in the direction of the village. Eliza went after her.

‘Come on slow coach!’ she shouted to Jared as she urged her horse forward.

‘For someone who doesn’t ride, you seem to have taken to the saddle pretty well,’ he called as he turned his own horse around and followed her.

The loose horse ran through the estate gates and down to the village. She slowed down to a trot on the slippery cobblestoned road and clip-clopped down the street towards the Ayr road. Happy to be free, she picked up the pace again at the other side and cantered along the dirt track. From her own steed, Eliza could see the horse knew its way from the confident strides it took heading south. Half an hour went by and still the horse kept going, 45 minutes and then an hour. Then, at last, it turned up a side road and began to speed up. Whinnying excitedly, the horse galloped towards a large mansion in the distance. 

‘Do you know this place?’ Eliza asked as Jared drew alongside. His face looked paler than usual.

‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘It’s my cousin Charles’ house.’

They both looked at each other. They finally had the proof they needed. The horse that was used in the robbery and murder of the Macleans belonged to Charles Hay, local Magistrate and sole heir to Jared’s estate.  

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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An elderly servant answered the large wooden door when Jared knocked. He was old and stiff and could barely lift his head to see who was there. Dressed in breeches and jacket that had seen better days, he was carrying a candle in a brass holder and looked surprised to see visitors at that time of night.

‘May I help you, sir?’ he asked, peering out through rheumy eyes at Jared. 

‘I’d like to speak to Mr Charles Hay,’ Jared said. He and Eliza had tied their horses to a tree nearby and they were chomping noisily on grass.

‘I shall see if Mr Hay is available for visitors. Who shall I say is calling?’

‘Mr Jared Maclean and Miss Eliza Hart,’ Jared said. He turned to Eliza and gave her a tight smile. She could see the tension in his eyes. Jared’s worst fears had been answered. It was his cousin who had been out to get him and all for money. She wondered how badly he was feeling the betrayal.

‘I’ll just go an ask,’ said the old man. ‘Would you care to wait in the lobby?’

‘No need, Andrew, I’m right here.’ Charles appeared in the doorway and smiled at his kin. ‘Jared, what brings you down here at this time of night? And with your servant girl?’ His voice was smooth as silk, but there was a tone behind it that oozed disapproval. He looked at Eliza like she was a piece of cow dung stuck to his silver-buckled shoe. Jared ignored his jibe about Eliza.

‘We need to talk,’ he said. ‘I know who killed my parents.’ 

Charles blinked. ‘Is that so? Well, you’d better come in. Your servant can wait outside.’

‘Eliza will come in with me,’ Jared replied. The cousins stared at each other for the briefest of moments before Charles backed down. He stepped back and let Jared and Eliza enter. 

The mansion house, while fine from the outside, was decorated plainly. The entranceway had a marble floor and staircase, but no large oil paintings lined the walls although Eliza could see in the from the paler outlines where they had once been. There were no occasional tables or vases, no silver candlesticks and nothing that made it a home. There were a couple of silver candles sconces attached to the walls in which half melted candles guttered. It felt somewhat bare and neglected. Jared looked around in astonishment.

‘Are you having the place redecorated, Charles?’ he asked as he stepped inside.

‘No, I just like it to look simpler,’ his cousin replied quickly. ‘Now, come into the library and tell me what you want. I was just about to go to bed, you know. Andrew, bring us some sherry, will you?’

There was a fire burning in the fireplace of the library and a few lit candles dotted around the room. Unlike Jared’s library, this one did not contain a desk, but had four comfortable chairs arranged in a semi-circle around the hearth. They each sat down. Eliza glanced up at the bookshelves and saw that there were spaces where books used to be. She wondered what had happened to them.

Just then Andrew came in with a small silver platter containing three filled sherry glasses. He handed them around to his master and the guests before discretely leaving them alone.

‘Alright, Jared, what do you want?’ Charles asked as soon as he had gone.

Jared glanced at Eliza before answering. It was as if he was reassuring himself that he was doing the right thing.

‘I need to make an arrest, cousin,’ he began and he turned his gaze on Charles. 

‘You need to make an arrest? Since when were you the law around here?’ the Magistrate spluttered.

‘Since the law turned out to be a corrupt murdering bastard!’ he snapped.

A momentary look of alarm passed over the Magistrate’s face before he composed himself. ‘And who might this person be that you need to arrest?’

‘I think we both know who killed my parents and who hired someone else to murder me, don’t we Charles?’

The Magistrate said nothing, merely took a calming sip of his drink. Jared pushed on.

‘Why did you murder my parents? Was it for the money?’ he asked. Eliza marvelled at how calm he was being. ‘They were nothing but nice to you, Charles. They even took you in every summer when your own parents were travelling.’

‘I-I-I...’ Charles was flustered and his face went red. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ he blustered. ‘I had nothing to do with those murders. I swear.’

Jared stared at him hard and his cousin squirmed and looked away.

‘I know you did it. I know you hired two men to help you hold up my father’s coach and murder him, my mother and the coachman.’

‘Of course not, don’t be ridiculous,’ Charles spluttered.

‘And I know that you got one of the same men to try to kill me.’

‘That is outrageous!’ Charles exclaimed. He got to his feet and stomped about before the fire shaking his fist. ‘How can you accuse me of such things? I am your cousin. Our mothers were sisters. Of course, I had nothing to do with it.’

‘Then how do you explain the mare returning to your home?’ Eliza asked. Charles glared at her.

‘Impudent girl. How dare you ask me a question!’

‘Just answer her!’ Jared hissed startling his cousin.

‘I don’t know anything about a mare,’ Charles replied and pursed his lips.

‘We followed her here,’ she replied. ‘She was the one used by my uncle during the attack.’

‘Your uncle?’

‘Seth Dankworth.’

‘You’re related to Seth Dankworth? That lowlife thief and vagabond drunkard?’ Charles spat the words out. He turned to Jared. ‘You’ve come here with a Dankworth bitch to accuse me of murder? How dare you? She’s off lying bastard stock and you can’t trust a word she says,’ he rasped.

In a flash, Jared was on his feet and had grabbed Charles by the lapels and pinned him up against the fireplace. The Magistrate’s coat-tails dangled dangerously close to the lick of the flames. Charles whimpered.

‘Don’t you ever speak to Eliza like that!’ Jared growled.

‘Alright, alright!’ Charles squealed. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Don’t apologise to me, apologise to Miss Hart.’

Charles peered around his cousin and addressed Eliza: ‘I apologise, Miss Hart.’

‘That’s better!’ Jared said and let go. He returned to his seat. ‘Eliza, please continue.’

‘Mr Hay, does the mare belong to you?’ Eliza continued.

‘Of course not!’

‘How do you know? You have not even looked at her!’

‘Well, I know that none of my horses are missing, that’s how I know,’ Charles replied smugly. He had moved away from the hearth and was standing behind the furthest away chair.

‘So, it wasn’t you who hired Seth Dankworth and one other man to murder my parents then?’ Jared asked.

Charles flinched. ‘No, no, of course not. Why would I?’

Eliza looked at Jared who replied: ‘I know you are in dire straits financially. I know that you are close to bankruptcy and that you owe an enormous amount of money to various people in London.’

His cousin coughed nervously. ‘I may owe a few people a few pounds.’

‘It’s a lot more than that, isn’t it Charles?’

‘And I’m dealing with it.’ Charles drained his glass. ‘Besides what business is it of yours?’

‘It’s every bit my business especially when it led you to plot to kill not only my parents, but myself as well.’

His cousin snorted. ‘What a lot of rot!’ he said with a nervous smile. ‘Anyway, if I had done all those things you said I did, what proof do you have?’ He looked at Jared and suddenly relaxed. ‘Is the horse all the proof you have?’ He laughed. ‘How preposterous! She could be anyone’s.’ He walked towards a bell pull hanging down one side of the hearth and pulled it. ‘I think you and your wench should leave now, before I send for the militia to remove you.’

Jared looked at Eliza and she could see in his eyes that he was not ready to give up just yet. He stalked towards Charles who was now standing with a smug expression on his face.

‘If you think you can attack me in my own home...’ the Magistrate began.

‘I’m not going to attack you, cousin,’ Jared replied. He leaned towards Charles and looked him straight in the eyes. ‘Charles.’

Charles stiffened and he stared back. ‘Yes, Jared.’

‘You’re going to tell my everything you know about the death of my mother and father, your aunt and uncle.’

‘Yes Jared.’

‘Did you kill them?’

‘Yes Jared.’

‘Why did you kill them?’

‘To inherit their money and their estate.’

‘Did you hire a man to try and kill me.’

‘Yes Jared.’

Eliza heard a low growl emanate from Jared’s throat and immediately got to her feet. By the time she had reached Jared’s side, he already had the still mesmerised Charles by the throat and was snarling viciously. The sound jolted Charles out of the glamour and he stared at the vampire in terror.

‘What’s wrong with your eyes?’ Charles spluttered. ‘Why have they gone black?’ He whimpered and turned his face away closing his eyes tight.

Jared roared.

‘Jared.’ Eliza’s voice was calm, soothing. ‘Put him down. Please.’

Jared snarled.

‘Jared, we must do this the right way, we must get another Magistrate in, you cannot condemn him yourself, you know this.’

‘I want to tear him into pieces,’ the vampire rumbled. ‘He killed my parents and our coachman. He should pay for what he’s done.’ He clutched Charles more tightly causing the man to begin to choke.

Eliza stepped towards him and put a hand on his shoulder. ‘He’s not worth it’ she murmured.

Jared looked around at her, his eyes jet black and his fangs showing. He panted whilst he fought to control his rage. She mouthed ‘please’.  He looked back at Charles then to Eliza once more and his face softened, his eyes were green once more and his fangs retracted.

‘You’re right,’ he said gruffly. ‘He’s not worth it.’

The vampire turned his attention back to his cousin, gave out a final snarl and then dropped the terrified man. Charles slid to the floor and lay there sobbing.

‘What are you?’ Charles cried. ‘Are you a demon?’

Jared sneered. ‘No, I’m your worst enemy you no-good, two-bit lowlife!’ He turned and walked away from him and stood before the fire.

‘Now what?’ Eliza asked.

‘I’ll need to lock him up until we can fetch another Magistrate. We’ll take him back to Drumford and put him with his accomplice,’ he said. He looked round at her. ‘You’re right, they must be tried before a court of law.’

*****
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A SNIVELLING CHARLES was thrown into the same cellar room as Seth to await judgment.  Jared intended to fetch the Magistrate from Ayr himself, but had to wait until early evening the following day to do so.   

The sky was darkening and there was a cold breeze as he and Eliza walked down to the stables.

‘I’ll be a couple of hours at the most,’ Jared told her as they stood at his horse whilst he checked the saddle. 

‘Be careful,’ Eliza said.

He smiled. ‘I always am,’ he replied. He leaned in and for a moment Eliza thought he might kiss her, but again he pulled away. ‘I won’t be long.’

Eliza watched as he mounted his horse and rode off into the twilight feeling as if things were finally starting to go Jared’s way. They had apprehended two of the men who had murdered Jared’s parents – the third being already dead – and maybe, just maybe, after that she might explore the feelings that were growing inside her. She sensed that he, too, might have a fancy for her. She hoped so, anyway. 

She strolled back to the house via the garden, lingering for a short while to enjoy the scent of the early spring flowers. Yes, things were beginning to look up and if nothing came of her desire for the Laird then at least he had some answers about the deaths of his parents. She could be content with that, at least.

*****
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BACK IN THE HOUSE SHE and Grace had the task of feeding the men in the cellar. Each carried a tray of food and a tankard of ale for their captives. Eliza laid her tray on the stone floor.

‘Step away from the door,’ she called to the men on the other side. There was the sound of rustling and, satisfied they were not going to jump her, she unlocked the door, picked up the tray and marched inside.

‘It’s beef stew tonight,’ she said as she entered the dark room. ‘Oh!’

Eliza felt rough hands grab her from behind and she dropped the tray. It clattered to the ground, the hot stew and ale spilling in a pool on the flagstones. One of the men was holding her by the waist and throat so tightly, she could hardly breathe. She heard Grace drop her tray and run, but footsteps and a squeal told her Grace had been captured too.

‘Not so clever now, are you?’ Charles’ voice rasped in her ear.

‘Let me go,’ she gasped. ‘Jared will kill you for this.’

‘Jared’s away, we heard him go,’ Charles growled. ‘Now it’s time for me and Seth to go, but not before we get what’s due us. Isn’t that righ, Seth?’

Cold, hard fear gripped Eliza’s stomach and she stiffened. What did he mean by that? The night of Seth’s attack flashed in her mind. No! Seth guffawed in response.

‘Come on,’ Charles ordered and dragged her out of the cellar. She saw Grace pinned up against the wall by Seth and feared the worst. ‘Bring the woman upstairs, Seth. We’ve got our hostages, now we need to take what’s ours.’

Seth turned to Charles and gave him a leer. ‘Oh yes!’ He grabbed Grace by the hair and pulled her towards the stairs. She screamed and he kicked her in the back to make her climb. Eliza found herself being dragged up the stairs behind them and they all mustered in the kitchen.

The kitchen was empty save for Martha, the scullery maid, who screeched in fright and dropped the glass she had been washing at the sink. It smashed on the floor. The staff dinner had finished half an hour before and all the men and Agnes had left. There was no-one there to help three frightened women. Seth let go of Grace and pushed her towards Agnes. Grace stumbled, but did not fall. She went to the terrified girl and put her arm around her, murmuring soothing words to keep her calm. Eliza tried to squirm out of Hay’s hold, but he had her tight. There was no getting away.

‘Give me one of those knives, will you, Seth?’ Charles said nodding towards a set of kitchen knives lying on the kitchen table. Seth grabbed the nearest one and handed it to the Magistrate. Charles let go of Eliza’s neck, grabbed the knife and put it to her throat. She could feel the cold, hard steel bite into her skin.

‘Now ladies,’ Charles said addressing the housekeeper and scullery maid. ‘Here’s what I want you to do. You are going to go upstairs with my good friend Mr Dankworth here and you are going to gather up every coin, every jewel and every bit of silverware you can carry. Then you’re going to put all the items into a sack and you’re going to bring them to me in the hallway upstairs. If you scream or try to get away, I will slice Eliza’s throat from ear to ear. Got it?’ Both women nodded. ‘On you go then.’

Seth grabbed another knife and used it to usher the two women out of the kitchen. 

‘And as for you Eliza, you’ll be coming with me upstairs where we will wait for Seth to finish,’ Charles murmured in her ear. 

‘Let us go, Charles,’ she said as he walked her to the stairs. ‘You’ve no idea what you’re dealing with. He’ll come for you.’

‘I have every idea what I’m dealing with,’ he rasped. ‘I don’t know what kind of trick Jared pulled to scare me yesterday, but it won’t work today. He owes me, that cousin of mine, and I intend to take it.’

‘He owes you nothing,’ Eliza said as she stumbled up the stairs, knife still hard against her throat, heart hammering in her chest.

‘You are awfully brave for someone in your predicament,’ Charles said. ‘I’d suggest you keep that trap of yours shut and get up those stairs.’

Eliza said no more and concentrated on staying alive. Her mind spun as she thought of ways she might escape, but no good plan came to her. She was well and truly trapped, and it was her own fault. She should have been more careful at the door. She should have known Charles was sneakier and more intelligent than her uncle. She cursed herself for being so foolish, for putting not only herself in danger, but Grace and Martha as well. As they reached the top of the stairs, Charles let her go, pushing her away and raising the knife as a warning, lest she try and escape. They stood there face-to-face, captive and jailer, and waited while the women and Seth searched the house for valuables.

‘You’ll never get away with this, you know,’ she told Charles. ‘He’ll hunt you down.’

‘Pchaw! That little runt couldn’t hunt for his own stockings,’ Charles sneered. ‘He was always a soft little fop of a child. He’s no match for me.’

‘He’s changed a lot since then,’ Eliza warned, but her words only earned her a mocking snort.

The women must have been only ten minutes in gathering valuables for Seth, but to Eliza it felt like an eternity. At last, she heard three pairs of footsteps on the marble staircase and the women, with Seth behind, descended the stairs carrying two sacks full of goods. Charles grinned when he saw them.

‘Any coin?’ he asked his comrade. Seth held up a leather pouch. ‘Good.’

The women put the two sacks on the floor and stood beside Eliza, breathless and red-faced. Seth had evidently been working them hard.

Charles turned his attention to the women. He pointed at Grace and Martha. ‘You two, library...now!’ Martha jumped, but did not make a sound. She followed Grace into the library. Charles shut the door and locked it, pocketing the key. Then he turned to Eliza. ‘You’re coming with us.’ He grabbed her arm.

‘Where are you taking me?’ she asked staring at the knife in his hands.

‘You’re showing us the way back to the cave,’ he said, ‘and if you’re good, we might let you live. Now let’s go and no more words from you, woman, not if you know what’s good for you.’

‘We’ll need lanterns,’ she pointed out.

Charles looked at Seth who shrugged. 

‘Well, go and look for one downstairs,’ Charles snapped. As Seth disappeared down to the kitchen once more, Charles rolled his eyes. ‘Imbecile,’ he muttered.

Seth returned moments later with two lit lanterns and a stupid grin on his face. Charles snatched one from him and handed it to Eliza. ‘You lead the way,’ he said holding the knife up again. Then he took the other lantern for himself. ‘Seth, gather the sacks,’ Charles instructed. Seth grabbed them and slung them over a shoulder, their weight causing him to stoop.

Eliza had no option, but to take the men through to the back of the house and show them the path through the woods to ocean. Walking with Charles’ knife at her back, she led them along the pathway, out to the clearing and down the rugged pathway to the beach. 

She paused only once they reached the cave mouth. ‘There you are,’ she said. ‘I’ve shown you how to get here. Now, let me go.’

‘Not quite yet,’ Charles replied, a nasty sneer on his lips. ‘We haven’t quite made our getaway yet. Go into the cave and help Seth with the boat.’ He looked at her as she hesitated. ‘Off you go.’ He waggled the knife in the air and Eliza reluctantly did as she was told.

Eliza, lantern in hand, took Seth into the dark depths of the cave. Right at the back, lying on the stone ledge was the boat she had seen Jared sail only days before. She held the lantern up whilst Seth put the two full sacks into the boat.

‘Give me a hand, girl,’ he growled as he put his hands at the rear of the small wooden vessel and gave it push.

Eliza placed the lantern on the cave floor and joined her uncle. Together, they shoved the boat into the small river that ran through the cave. As the boat bobbed on the water, Seth jumped into it and took up the oars. He rowed it to the cave mouth to meet Charles. Eliza, alone in the cave, picked up the lantern and sighed with relief, her ordeal was nearly over. Once the men had put out to sea she could return to the house and free her friends. 

But things are never that easy.

‘Eliza!’ Charles shouted. ‘Get in the boat!’

‘But I’ve done everything you asked me to,’ she shouted back. 

‘I said, get in the boat!’ Charles growled. ‘Don’t make me come and get you for I will slit your throat.’

Sick to her stomach, Eliza had to comply. There was no way she could escape from them. They would easily capture her. She was no match for two full grown men and Charles was blocking her only escape. Reluctantly, she walked to the boat which Seth had steered to the cave mouth and got in.

‘Good girl,’ Charles said and got in himself. ‘Now Seth, row!’

‘Where are you taking me?’ Eliza asked. ‘Just let me go. I’m no use to you now.’

Charles looked at her and chuckled. ‘You, my dear, are my insurance until I’m on a boat to the New World. We don’t want my dear cousin tracking us down and taking us before another Magistrate. No, if I have you, I have some leverage against him.’

As Seth rowed, Eliza glanced back at the diminishing shoreline desperate to see any signs of rescue. But who could rescue her now? They were getting further and further from the shore; it would take a miracle. She was lost. Deep in her heart she knew that her death was fast approaching. Charles would keep her alive just long enough to ensure his own escape. Then he would have no further use for her. He was bound to kill her then.

She considered jumping into the rolling waves, but quickly decided against that. She could not swim and she would be dragged down to a watery grave.

She stared at the silver-lined shoreline, lost in thought, making peace with her God. It was no use. All was lost. It was then that she spied the dark outline of a man on the beach and hope sprung in her heart. In the dull moonlight, she could just see him running towards the shoreline, stripping off his jacket and waistcoat as he went. The white of his silk shirt was luminous against the dark beach.

‘Eliza!’ he shouted. ‘Eliza!’ It was Jared. He was here!

‘Jared!’ she shouted back hoping against all hope that her words would be heard above the crashing waves and wind. She stood up, rocking the boat.

‘I’m coming!’ he cried.

As Eliza watched, the shirt was thrown off and he ran splashing into the waves. She turned and, in the sputtering lamplight saw fear in Charles’ eyes. Relief washed over her.

‘I told you he would come,’ she said unable to keep the triumph out of her voice. ‘You’re in trouble now. There’s no way Seth can row fast enough to get away. Jared will be here in a matter of moments and then you’ll be sorry.’

An ugly sneer spread over Charles’ face. ‘Who needs to get away when I have you?’ he said. ‘Seth, stop rowing.’

‘What? But he’s coming,’ Seth squealed.

‘Stop rowing,’ Charles demaned. ‘And throw her overboard!’

‘No! You can’t do that!’ Eliza entreated. ‘I can’t swim. I’ll drown.’

Seth looked at Charles, but Charles had the deranged look of a madman on his face. ‘Throw her overboard,’ he cried ignoring Eliza’s protests. ‘We don’t need her anymore.’

Her uncle made sure that the oars were secure before standing up. The boat was already rocking in the waves and Seth’s weight made it more unsteady. The boat dipped down as he took a step towards a frightened Eliza.

‘Seth, you don’t have to do this,’ she said trying to back away from him, but there was nowhere to go. ‘Seth, please!’

Arms outstretched, Seth grabbed her by the shoulders and gave her an almighty shove. She felt herself flying backwards off the boat and she hit the icy cold water head first. Gasping and spluttering, unable to take a breath, Eliza broke through the surface just in time to see Charles push Seth in after her. Then she was down again, sinking into darkness below icy waves. She fought with all her might to reach the surface again, but the current was strong and she was pulled down. She fought and fought for her life, but it was no use, the water was biting, her lungs searing in pain and all around was black.  She was tiring fast. She made one last push for the surface, but could not drag herself up. Exhausted, lungs bursting, she gave up the battle. She closed her eyes and let herself drift. The fight had gone out of her. Now all she had to do was wait for the blissful release of death.

Just as she was about to black out, she felt hands circle her waist. Someone was pulling her, taking her to the surface, taking her to safety. 
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Eliza awoke to the sounds of a man and a woman murmuring nearby. She felt something weighing her down. Was she still in the water? Why couldn’t she move? Then realised that she was dry and warm and in a cosy bed. She carefully opened her eyes and recognised the manly décor. She was in Jared’s room, in his bed. How did she get here? The last thing she remembered was drowning in the icy black swell of the sea.

The room was in darkness save for the flickering of the fire behind her. She turned around to lie on her back and see who was talking. Her vision was fuzzy, but she could make out the shapes of a man and a woman standing near the fire. She blinked.

‘Jared?’ Her voice croaked, she felt weak.

‘Yes,’ he said. He sounded relieved and was at her side in seconds, his face a picture of misery and worry. ‘How are you feeling?’

‘Not great,’ she admitted. ‘What happened?’

‘Charles pushed you into the water and I pulled you out,’ he answered. ‘You would have drowned if I hadn’t reached you when I did. I carried you back to the house, and Mrs MacAlpine got Alec to fetch the doctor. We’ve been so worried about you. We thought you were going to die.’

‘I feel like I died and was brought back,’ she murmured. ‘Ooh, I feel so sore.’ She tried to sit up, but was gently pushed back into a lying position by the Laird.

‘Lie still,’ he said, ‘you’ve been really poorly.’

‘I have?’

‘You’ve been unconscious for three days,’ he added.

She looked at him. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. 

He took her hand and gave it a squeeze. ‘Don’t be sorry, it wasn’t your fault.’

‘What happened to Uncle Seth and Charles?’ Eliza wanted to know.

Jared glanced back at Grace, then turned to Eliza once more. ‘I’m sorry to tell you this, but Seth drowned.’

‘Oh, right,’ was all she could reply.  She felt nothing. ‘And Charles?’

‘He got away, I’m afraid, but that doesn’t matter right now. All that matters is that you get better,’ he said.

*****
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IT TOOK WELL OVER A week before Eliza felt fit enough to leave the comfort of Jared’s bed and take her place with the other servants in the kitchen for an early evening meal. Grace had helped her dress in a new gown and shoes purchased by the Laird and she did her own hair in an updo. The staff were delighted to welcome her back when she walked into the kitchen although she immediately noticed there was something different about them.

‘What’s happened?’ she asked as she took her normal place at the table.

‘Why are you down here?’ Agnes asked. ‘You should be upstairs.’

‘What do you mean?’

Grace stood up, pushing her chair back with a squealing noise that only wood on flagstones can make. ‘I have instructions from the Laird that you are to eat with him in the library, tonight,’ she said, motioning with a flick of her wrists that Eliza to stand. ‘Now, come on with you, up to the library and I’ll bring you up some dinner in a wee while.’

‘But I...’ Eliza stuttered. Her stomach twisted into knots.

‘Shoo!’ said the older woman. ‘He’ll be waiting for you.’

‘Alright, I’m going,’ Eliza replied.

She climbed the lonely stairs to the main part of the house and approached the library door, which was ajar. Feeling suddenly shy, she peeped inside and saw Jared standing at the fireplace, draining a glass of red wine. She knocked softly. He turned and smiled, and her heart flipped.

‘Come in, Eliza,’ he said, his voice deep and rich.

She pushed open the door and gasped. The library was illuminated by – she guessed – 20 to 30 candles. Someone had brought every candlestick they could find and placed them around the room creating a warm and cosy glow. On Jared’s desk was a decanter full of red wine and a single empty glass. 

‘May I offer you some?’ he asked as she approached. She nodded and was silent as he poured. He looked so handsome in his dark blue suit, she felt her heart would break.

‘You look beautiful in that dress,’ he said, offering her the glass of wine and smiling.

‘Thank you.’ She felt bashful. ‘And thank you for the dress, I like it very much.’

‘It was the least I could do, after everything that’s happened,’ he replied. 

He was standing dangerously close and staring at her intently. She had never felt so scrutinised in her life. It was unsettling. She couldn’t look him in the eyes, so stared at the fire instead. If only he knew how deeply she felt for him. If only he knew how much she wanted to kiss those lips and feel his arms around her. But it was too much to ask. She was so lowly in her position. He would never fall for a woman like her. But the least she could do was acknowledge everything he had done for her.

‘I never had the chance to thank you for saving my life,’ she said, ‘so thank you.’

‘Eliza.’ His voice gruff, raw, and she looked at him, puzzled by the difference. He seemed as nervous as she was. ‘May I ask you something?’

‘Yes, of course,’ she replied.

He took her hand and looked her in the eye. ‘I know this might be too much to ask,’ he began, ‘but I cannot go on in this half-life without speaking of it.’ He paused. She waited for him to speak. He seemed unable to find the right words. ‘You see I have found that I have ardent feelings for you.’ She opened her mouth to tell him that she too loved him, but he put his hand up to quiet her. ‘No, don’t say anything just yet, not until I have finished. I love you, Eliza. I have loved you since the first day I saw you in your home. I know that I can’t offer you much. I’m a vampire, a monster. But what I do offer you is myself and my love. Do you think you could love me back?’

‘Jared – I...’

He let go of her hand and turned away. ‘I see,’ he said before she could say anything more. ‘I understand. You could never have children with me or a normal life, I understand.’

She placed a hand on his arm. ‘No, you don’t understand,’ she said. ‘I love you too! I love you, Jared!’

He turned back to her, joy in his eyes. ‘But, can you ever truly love a creature such as me?’

‘I already do,’ she replied. 

‘Oh, Eliza!’

He took her in his arms and she tilted her head so that he might kiss her. Eliza held her breath as he leaned forward. Then, at last, his lips met hers—cool, deliberate, and impossibly soft. She felt herself melt into his arms; the only sensation was the gentle touch of his lips on hers.

‘Oh, Eliza, I’ve been wanting to do this for so long,’ he whispered as he nuzzled her neck. Eliza savoured the soft brush of his cold lips on her skin. She felt alive for the first time. This is what it means to be truly loved, she thought as he came round for another kiss on her lips.

‘Be mine,’ he said.

‘I am yours already,’ she assured him.

‘No, I mean really mine. I want you in my bed. I want you as my companion. I will treat you well. I will buy you dresses and shoes and jewellery. I will shower you with gifts. Please be mine.’ His eyes were sincere, but the offer troubled her.

She pulled away, and he let her go, puzzled at the sudden change in her demeanour. 

‘You mean as your mistress?’ The joy she had been feeling evaporated, replaced by hurt and betrayal. ‘Is that what you’re asking me? You want me to be your kept woman?’

‘No, that’s not what I mean... I ...’

‘Well, you’re not asking me to marry you,’ she pointed out.

‘I can’t marry you, Eliza, it wouldn’t be fair. I’m a... I’m a monster. You don’t want to be wed to someone like me. I don’t even know if I can enter a church let along get married in one.’

‘Why wouldn’t you be able to enter a church?’

‘I’m a creature of the night, Eliza. I drink blood for sustenance.’

‘You won’t wed me, but it’s okay to take me to your bed as your mistress?’ she yelled. ‘No, thank you!’

She turned and stormed out of the library, angry tears streaming down her face. How could she have been so stupid? Grace and the others had been right. He had only wanted one thing from her. He had only wanted to use her and then discard her when he had finished with her. She hated him for making her feel love for him. She hated him for his stupid offer. She rushed up the servants’ stairwell and threw herself on her bed. She hated him! She hated herself for loving him! Unable to control herself, she sobbed into her pillow. She cried for some time before she could cry no more. Tomorrow, she vowed to herself, tomorrow she would leave and find herself a new position as far away from Jared Maclean as was humanly possible.

*****
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GRACE WAS SYMPATHETIC when Eliza told her she was handing in her notice the next morning. Although she did not tell her why she was leaving, Eliza could see that Grace guessed the problem. They were sitting at the kitchen table, everyone else having had their breakfast and left to get on with their work.

‘I think that’s a wise thing to do,’ the housekeeper told her. ‘When do you think you’ll go?’

‘Today,’ Eliza said. ‘Would that be possible?’

‘Well, you’re leaving us one maid down, but I can see from your face you’re needing to go.’ Grace leant over the table and squeezed Eliza’s hand. ‘Are you alright, Eliza?’

Eliza knew her eyes were red from crying, but she managed a weak smile. ‘I will be once I get away from here,’ she replied. Then she saw Grace’s shocked face. ‘Not that I haven’t enjoyed working here with all of you. It’s just that... well, things have changed.’

‘I understand.’

‘I’ll leave after work today,’ she added. ‘Would that be alright?’

‘No, I think in the circumstances you’d best leave this morning,’ Grace said. ‘I’ll sort out your wages and I’ll write you a reference. You’ll need one for your next employer.’

‘Thank you, Grace, I appreciate it,’ said Eliza.

While Grace sorted out the money and her reference, Eliza went upstairs to pack her meagre possessions. She changed out of her maid’s uniform and placed it carefully on her bed. She dressed in her Sunday best dress and slipped the rest of her things into her old flour sack along with wages she had saved. The dress that Jared had bought her was laid neatly on top of the uniform along with a short note addressed to him. In it she wrote: Dearest Jared, I thank you for all that you have done for me. Without you, I would be dead by now. I cannot in good conscience agree to your offer, so I must leave. Yours, Eliza.

She contemplated writing ‘Yours forever, Eliza’, but she felt that would be a step too far. She might feel she was his forever, but was he hers? The offer of being his mistress told her everything she needed to know.

She put her bonnet and shawl on, took up the flour sack and went downstairs to say her goodbyes to Grace.

The housekeeper was still in the kitchen when she found her. She handed her a letter of recommendation and the coins that were that week’s wages. Then, tears pricking her eyes, Grace gave Eliza a hug.

‘You take care of yourself, Eliza, you hear?’ Grace said. ‘And make sure your next master or mistress is kind to you.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Where are you going to go?’ Grace knew she had no job lined up.

‘I have enough to take me to Glasgow,’ Eliza assured her. ‘I will catch the coach from Ayr and make my way there.’

‘Are you sure you couldn’t stay?’

Eliza, resolute in her decision, shook her head. 

‘Shall I get Alec to take you to Ayr in the pony and cart?’

‘No, I have some people to see in the village first,’ Eliza said. ‘But thank you.’ She took a deep breath. ‘Well, I’d best be going. Thank you for everything Grace. Will you tell everyone goodbye for me?’

‘Yes.’

‘Goodbye.’

‘Goodbye Eliza.’

It took all of Eliza’s strength to walk out the door. Her heart felt like it had been torn in two with only a tiny string still holding the two pieces together. There was a dull pain in her chest and her breathing was ragged as she walked out of Drumford House and made her way to the village. Fighting back the tears, she hurriedly made her way to the minister’s house and into the welcoming arms of Mary and Geordie Brodie. Through heartfelt sobs, she told them of what had happened.

‘That man is a swine!’ Mary said, guiding her to sit in front of the fire. ‘I’d love to tell him exactly what I thought of him.’

Geordie placed a placating hand on Mary’s arm. ‘As would I, my love, but that won’t do Eliza any good,’ he said.

‘Yes, but it will make me feel better.’ She turned back to Eliza. ‘What are you going to do?’

Eliza wiped her eyes with the corner of her shawl. ‘I’m going to Ayr to get the Glasgow coach. I’m bound to get a job up there. Grace gave me a reference.’

‘Well, that’s good,’ Mary replied, ‘but you can’t go to Glasgow with big swollen eyes.’ She glanced at the clock on the mantle, it showed 11am. ‘Besides, you’ll not make the noon coach. No, I think you should stay here...’ Eliza began to protest. ‘... just for the night, so that you can go to Glasgow tomorrow refreshed.’

‘Yes, Eliza, stop a while and rest. You’ve had an enormous shock,’ said the minister. ‘Tomorrow, I will take you to Ayr in the gig and see you are settled in the noon coach.’

‘In the meantime,’ Mary said. ‘Why don’t I get your sorted in our spare room. You can have a rest there until it’s time for lunch.’

Eliza looked up at her two friends, grateful she had them to rely on. ‘Thank you, I don’t know what I would have done without you both.’

Despite her best efforts to be cheerful, Eliza spent most of the day miserable and lonely. Mary asked her to accompany her on her charitable rounds of the poorer members of her husband’s flock, but Eliza could not face seeing people. Geordie offered to accompany her on a walk along the beach to ‘refresh her spirits’, but she refused to move from the house.

‘I’m sorry,’ she told them. ‘I just can’t.’

‘We understand,’ Mary replied.

The morning turned into afternoon. The afternoon into early evening and she flinched, her stomach gripped with fear, when she heard the loud chimes of the mantle clock in the living room strike five. He would be awake now. He would know she had left. Would he be angry with her? Would he come and look for her?

‘Oh, stop lying to yourself, Eliza,’ she scolded. ‘He doesn’t truly care for you.’

There was a knock on her door. Mary popped her head in.

‘Dinner will be ready soon, Eliza. Do you want to come and help me set the table?’

Eliza nodded, rose from the bed and tidied herself before following Mary back into the public rooms of the house. Mary and George ate their meals on a small folding table in the living room. 

‘You get the table out, whilst I fetch the linens,’ Mary instructed and bustled out of the room.

With a sigh, Eliza began to unfold the leaves of the small table, carefully placing them on their fold out legs. There was a knock at the front door that caused her heart to leap into her mouth. She paused, listening to see who it was. There was a man’s voice, but she couldn’t make out what he was saying. Mary said something back, and the door closed. She sighed, relieved. It wasn’t him. The door to the living room opened, and Mary bustled in, Jared at her back.

‘Eliza, you have a visitor,’ she said looking warily at her guest. Eliza felt sick. What was he doing here?

‘I don’t want to see him,’ she said turning away.

‘Eliza, please! Please just give me five minutes,’ Jared said from the hallway. Eliza could feel Mary’s eyes on her.

‘Do you want me to ask him to leave, for I will?’ the minister’s wife said.

Eliza looked at Jared and saw the raw pain in his eyes. She could at least hear him out. 

‘No, it’s alright. Mary, I’ll see him.’

‘Do you want me to stay? I can stay if you want.’

‘No, that’s alright. I’ll be fine,’ Eliza replied.

‘Alright.’ Mary ushered Jared into the living room then slipped out, closing the door behind her.

Jared stood awkwardly close to the door and it seemed, at first, as if he could not speak. Eliza kept her counsel, waiting for him to say the first word. At last, the vampire spoke.

‘Eliza, I am so sorry for what happened last night,’ he began. ‘I have been in agonies since it happened. I cannot believe I even suggested such a thing for you. Will you accept my apology?’

She shrugged. ‘I cannot believe that you thought so little of me, Jared. You hurt me deeply.’

He stepped forward, but she raised a hand to stop him in his tracks.

‘I’m so sorry, Eliza. I never meant to do that. Please, can we start over? I love you so much and I don’t want to lose you.’ He stepped closer again, took up her hand and went down on one knee. ‘Eliza, you are everything to me, will you make me the happiest man alive by agreeing to marry me?’

‘But I thought I was only good enough to be your mistress. That you could not offer me the life I deserved. What changed?’ She turned away. She could not look at him right then. He made her feel so angry.

He got to his feet and she felt his hands on her shoulders. ‘I was wrong, Eliza. You are better than a mere mistress. You are the love of my life. I still think you would be better marrying a normal man, but if you still want me, I am yours forever.’

She studied the floor unable to answer. Her heart was beating wildly in her chest. Her mouth was dry. Her thoughts were in a scramble. 

‘Please marry me and become my wife, Eliza,’ he said.

She turned and looked up into his cat-green eyes. The expression in them was sincere. He bit his lip as he waited for her answer. He looked so vulnerable, so boyish, so young, that her heart melted.

‘Yes, I will marry, Jared. I love you too!’ The words had barely left her lips when he closed the distance between them and crashed his lips onto hers, silencing any further doubts she might have. He loved her. She loved him. They were together at last.
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Eliza returned to Drumford House that night to much joy. Her workmates were overjoyed at her good fortune, and all congratulated the young couple on their news. Even Alec grudgingly told her he was pleased for them both and wished them all the very best for the future.

Jared had insisted they marry as soon as they could, and Geordie agreed to marry them in a week’s time. Both he and Mary were pleased for Eliza, delighted her story had a happy ending after all. 

Over the week that followed, the house was the epitome of bustling. Grace was in full management mode, preparing for the celebrations, getting the food made and guests invited. Eliza’s time was taken up in being measured and fitted for her wedding dress and shoes. She helped out in the kitchen despite protests from Grace and Martha, and enlisted the help of Jared’s estate manager and fellow smuggler, Patrick Hepburn, in looking for spring flowers for her bouquet. A task, Hepburn was not enamoured to do. There was also Geordie and Mary Brodie, Minister of the parish and his doting wife, to see about the final arrangements for the wedding ceremony itself.

Jared had requested they be married in the church early evening the next Sunday, and the Brodies were only too delighted to help. Mary insisted on contributing to the wedding meal and offered to make cakes for the occasion, which Eliza happily accepted. She also wanted the bride to be married from the manse, but Eliza gently refused.

‘I’ve been living in the big house for several weeks now,’ she said, ‘it’s my home.’

‘But you can’t. The groom must not see the bride before the ceremony, it’s bad luck,’ Mary insisted.

‘We’ve worked that out,’ Eliza said with a smile. ‘Jared is going to get dressed downstairs and is giving me the entire first floor to get ready. He will then leave before me for the church.’

‘I still think it’ll bring bad luck,’ Mary muttered. ‘You shouldn’t take the chance.’

‘Nothing is going to destroy my happiness now,’ Eliza said, her face beaming. ‘I just know it.’

*****
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THE DAY OF THE WEDDING arrived, and Eliza slept late. This was her last day as an unmarried woman and she planned to enjoy it. After a leisurely breakfast in bed, she rose, washed, and got dressed in a simple gown. Pinning her hair high on her head, she made her way downstairs to help with the final preparations. In the kitchen, Grace, Agnes and Martha were buzzing with excitement. The former beamed at Eliza when she entered.

‘We’re all set for today, Eliza,’ Grace said. Then her face changed. ‘Oh my, I must remember to start calling you Mrs Maclean after tonight.’ She blushed.

‘You can still call me Eliza,’ she replied with a smile. ‘Now, what can I do to help?’

The very thought of the soon-to-be lady of the house helping out was too much for Grace to bear, and she shooed the bride-to-be out of the room. With a sigh, Eliza took herself upstairs and mooched around for something to do. She could not enter the library and grab a book, for that was where Jared was currently slumbering, so she went for a walk in the garden.

It was a fine spring early afternoon and she enjoyed walking around the formal garden. She was blissfully happy. Today, she was going to wed the love of her life. Today, she was going to be the happiest of women. Today, she was starting a new life with the man she loved. Could it get any better?

Returning to the house around 2pm, she went to see if the women needed any help. Told in no uncertain terms that she was not to help, she instead went upstairs to start getting ready. The wedding was to be at 6pm, so that gave her four hours to bathe, get her hair done and get dressed. Agnes had already started to heat the water for her bath and she was to have it before the fire in the Laird’s room, soon-to-be her room too. She wandered up to Jared’s room in a haze of happiness. 

Four hours sounds like a long time to get ready, but it was all too short. Before Eliza knew it, she only had half an hour to finish dressing and get herself downstairs to wait for the carriage that was to take her to the church. As Grace and Agnes fussed around her, fixing ribbons, straightening her hair, she found herself getting increasingly nervous. Butterflies were having a ball in her stomach, and she could not eat a thing, despite being offered food several times by the fussing housekeeper. 

At last, it was time to go down. Grace fixed her new white bonnet on her head and draped a brand-new woollen shawl around her shoulders. Although the day had been fine, it was still spring in Scotland, which meant a dramatic temperature drop when the sun went down. It would do no good for the bride to show up in her brand-new empire line dress shivering and covered in goosebumps. Agnes handed her the spring flower bouquet. She had tied it with a satin ribbon and adjusted it so that it looked perfect. Eliza thanked her for her and Grace’s efforts. 

‘Are you ready?’ Grace said, eyes shining with excitement.

‘I’m ready.’

Grace opened the bedroom door for her, and followed Eliza along the corridor to the marble stairwell. There she paused, waiting for Grace and Agnes to join her. From below, she could hear the deep tones of Jared’s voice float up from the library. He was talking to Patrick Hepburn, and he sounded so happy. She smiled and went to the top of the stairs. Eliza paused; she did not want her groom to see her until she walked up the aisle. She was just about to turn around and wait in the corridor, when there came a loud and urgent knock on the door. 

It was Jared who went to answer it.

‘Who’s coming at this time?’ he wondered aloud as he strode to the door and pulled it open.

‘Hello darling,’ came a low and sultry female voice with a heavy Italian accent. ‘Am I too late for the nuptials?’

From her hiding spot upstairs, Eliza could see that Jared’s demeanour had changed. He stiffened and tried to block the doorway.

‘What are you doing here? I told you I never wanted to see you again,’ he snarled.

‘Is that any way to greet your maker?’ came the voice.

‘Get out of here, go!’

‘I will most certainly not be going anywhere,’ the woman said. ‘Invite me in.’

‘I will not.’

‘As your maker, I say to invite me in.’

Jared was more than reluctant. ‘Sylvana, please come in.’

She pushed past him and wandered into the hallway. Eliza gasped. The woman was the most gorgeous creature she had ever seen. Dressed in high fashion, red curly hair pinned high on her head, with the face of an angel, she was simply stunning.

‘Well, it’s not as bad as I thought it would be,’ the woman sneered, her eyes sweeping the inside of the mansion. ‘So where is she, darling? This so-called little wifey of yours?’ She looked around her and then looked up. ‘Ah, there you are! Come down and say hello to your guests.’

Eliza was reluctant to go. 

‘Don’t be shy, girl,’ the woman called. ‘I won’t bite! Come down and greet me.’

Glancing back at a worried-looking Agnes and Grace, Eliza could only do as she was asked. Etiquette forced her down the stairs. As she slowly walked towards them, she looked at Jared, who was staring at the woman in horror.

‘How do you do?’ the woman said, holding out a gloved hand to Eliza. They shook. ‘You must be Eliza Hart,’ she added. She turned to Jared. ‘Not bad, not bad, but not as good as me, darling. I’m disappointed.’

‘Who are you?’ Eliza wanted to know. ‘Who is she, Jared?’

The woman laughed. ‘Of course, he hasn’t told you about me. My name is the Duchessa Sylvana Boccalupo and Jared Maclean is mine!’
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BOOKS FOR ADULTS

FANTASY
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Loch Ness

When spirited farm girl Esther Abercrombie accepts a job as assistant to the infamous cryptozoologist Dr. Thaddeus Dwell, she has no idea she's about to be swept into a perilous hunt for one of the world’s most elusive legends—the Loch Ness Monster.

Dr. Dwell is determined to claim the creature, dead or alive, driven by science, notoriety, and greed. With his eccentric dwarf assistant, Cassius Ironblood, and ruthless big-game hunter, Charles Warrington, he's prepared to stop at nothing. But Esther has other plans.

Teaming up with the enigmatic and charming Duncan, Esther vows to protect the mythical beast from exploitation. As danger closes in and secrets unravel—including one that could change everything—Esther must summon courage she never knew she had.

Set against the misty lochs and lavish drawing rooms of 1880s Scotland, this romantic fantasy is a thrilling journey from the quiet farms of Ayrshire to the dark waters of Loch Ness and the opulence of Victorian Edinburgh.

Steam level: Sweet
Action level: High-stakes adventure, danger, and heart-pounding thrills
https://geni.us/lochnessdanelson
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THRILLER
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Dance of Death

Cat Beaufoy is not your run-of-the-mill cat burglar. In fact, she’s more of a modern-day Robin Hood. She steals from the bad and returns stolen artworks to their rightful owners. 

She’s thinking of giving it all up after a few close shaves with the law when she’s called into action by the Phoenix Force.

Someone in the Chinese Embassy is behind the theft of plans for a new US superweapon AND they’ve kidnapped the inventor, his wife and young son.

Cat is the only one with the skills to break into the high security building, retrieve the plans and find out where the scientist and his family are. At first, she’s not keen, but when she hears there’s a six-year-old boy in the mix, she signs up right away.

But things don’t go quite to plan and she soon finds herself mixed up with a rogue CIA agent and a vicious Chinese General.

https://geni.us/danceofdeath
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ENVY

Envy loves her life as an assassin working for the Sisters of Sin...until her ex, Adam, shows up begging her for help.

Someone’s forcing children into slavery on African cocoa plantations.

Pretending to be a couple, Envy and Adam fly out to the Ivory Coast to investigate. What they find sickens even her...and now she’s armed and very, very angry.

The sixth in an eight-book female assassin series written by a team of international authors, Envy has it all... Enemies to lovers. Action and adventure. Fake relationship. And hot, steamy sex. 

https://geni.us/envydanelson
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Greed

Berlin. Present Day.

It’s a fact of life that opposites attract. So, when SOS assassin Alex Greir, aka Greed, bumps into Nick Walker in a Berlin nightclub, sparks begin to fly. 

An MI6 agent, Nick’s been sent by the British Government to infiltrate the Sisters.

But, one look at the beautiful Alex and he’s smitten. 

He’s got a new mission now: to tame the feisty blonde and make her his own.

However, the gorgeous Alex has other ideas. She’s no pushover for a handsome face.

Then she finds out who he really is...

...And all hell breaks loose.

Gripping, sexy and electrifying, this is the story of Greed. She’s bent on stopping the plot to destroy the Sisters, whilst falling for the enemy.

Can she stop the attacker from striking again? And will she and Nick survive long enough to persuade the Sisters that he’s changed sides?

Amazon:  https://geni.us/cI4I

All other ebook retailers: https://books2read.com/u/bz159q 
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DUSTING DOWN ALCUDIA

Nina Esposito, archaeologist, is on a mission. She’s flying to Mallorca to locate a magnificent Roman treasure that’s been lost for centuries.

But, when a former love and a work rival vie for her attention, Nina finds herself locked in a romantic rollercoaster. Which one is truly worthy of her? And do they have ulterior motives other than winning her heart?

Added to the mix is a Spanish billionaire who will stop at nothing to get the jewels for himself.

Who will get to the treasure first? Will Nina’s heart be broken along the way? And can she really trust either of the men in her life?

Join Nina on a breath-taking journey of discovery that takes her from the dusty fields of Mallorca to the diamond brokers of Amsterdam. As she soon finds out: there’s everything to play for when you’re Dusting Down Alcudia.

https://geni.us/alcudia
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The Jacobite’s Share

When an argument leads to estrangement from lover Jay, Nina decides to take a research job at a Scottish castle to get away from her troubles.

Back in her native land, the plucky archaeologist soon finds herself up to her ears in a centuries-old mystery and attempted murder. 

Now she’s got to find the Jacobite treasure before a would-be assassin picks off the handsome Laird and his equally gorgeous brother... a brother who has taken quite a shine to her.

And when Jay returns to her life, things will only get further complicated as his ex-fiancée shows up to create mayhem.

The second in the popular Nina Esposito Adventures, The Jacobite’s Share is a fast-paced adventure thriller full of darkness and danger.

https://geni.us/jacobitesshare
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EVERYTHING SHE WANTS

When married Susan decides to run away with a Wham! tribute band as their ‘Shirley’, little does she know of the consequences it will bring. Fed up with her cold husband, desperate to get away from their spoiled teen daughter, she joins the group to find some happiness in her life. And she gets it - for a while. As the group gets more successful, Susan finds herself falling for an 80s pop heartthrob. Has she finally found true love and will she get everything she wants?

https://geni.us/everythingshewantsbook

BOOKS FOR KIDS (8-12 years)

THE DARKISLE TRILOGY
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DARKISLE

For 10-year-old Morag, there’s nothing magical about the cellar of her cruel foster parents’ home. But that’s where she meets Aldiss, a talking rat and his resourceful companion, Bertie the dodo. She jumps at the chance to run away and join them on their race against time to save their homeland from an evil warlock named Devilish, who is intent on destroying it. But first Bertie and Aldiss will need to stop bickering long enough to free the only guide who knows where to find Devilish: Shona, a dragon who’s been turned to stone. Terrifying, touching and funny, DarkIsle is a vivid and fast-paced novel of captivating originality.

https://geni.us/darkislenovel
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DARKISLE: RESURRECTION (The Witch’s Revenge)

The 2nd book in the DarkIsle trilogy. Two months after she saved The Eye of Lornish, Morag is adjusting to life in the secret northern kingdom of Marnoch Mor. But dark dreams are troubling her and a spate of unexplained events prove that even with the protection of her friends—Shona the dragon, Bertie the dodo and Aldiss the rat— Morag is still not safe from harm... The 1st book (DarkIsle) WON the 2008 Scottish Children’s Book Awards.

https://geni.us/darkisleseriesbook2
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DARKISLE: THE FINAL Battle

All seem well in Marnoch Mor. Bertie the dodo, Aldiss the rat and Shona the dragon are looking forward to a relaxing Christmas. However, Morag is having bad dreams – an old enemy is trying to reach her. And when another former foe turns up on her doorstep it is clear something is badly wrong.

Morag and her friends are soon forced to face a powerful new threat, one more terrifying than they have ever encountered before.

The battle for the DarkIsle of Murst must be won...or Marnoch Mor itself will be lost.

https://geni.us/darkisleseriesbook3
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A CHILDREN’S HISTORY of Glasgow

Have you ever wondered what it would have been like living in Glasgow when William Wallace was there? What about being a sailor on one of the ships owned by the rich tobacco lords in Georgian times? This book will uncover the important and exciting things that happened in your town. With a helpful timeline, fun imaginary accounts, cool old photos of places you ll recognize in Glasgow and amazing top facts and information, you will discover things in Children s History of Glasgow you never knew about your town. Investigate the people and events that have defined your home town: Who was St Mungo and why do we still remember him today? Where was James Watt when he first thought of inventing the steam engine? Open the pages to find out the answers! Written by local authors in conjunction with educational experts and local history experts, discover History on your Doorstep! Each book has been thoroughly checked and researched for complete accuracy.

https://geni.us/historybookglasgow
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