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Author’s Note

For readers who appreciate some basic information straightaway, I include the following definitions and pronunciation guide:

Buccleuch = Buck LOO (or, as my resident phonics purist insists, Buh-CLOO)

Hawick = HOYK

“Himself,” where it appears capitalized in this book, refers to Buccleuch. (Note: It could also refer to Douglas if spoken by his adherents. In general, when such a reference is made, the speaker is referring to the chief of his clan or kindred.)

Scone Abbey = Scoon Abbey

Sir John Edmonstone of that Ilk = Sir John Edmonstone of Edmonstone

The Douglas = the Earl of Douglas


Prologue

Dunfermline Abbey, Scotland, 1389

He had been watching her most of the day.

In such a vast, merry crowd as the one gathered along the snow-covered shore of Loch Fitty, north of Dunfermline Abbey and its nearby royal palace, it was easy for him to watch the lass without drawing attention to himself. 

At a rough guess, nearly a thousand people had come to enjoy the festivities preceding a Yuletide wedding in the abbey of the Earl of Douglas’s eldest son to Margaret Stewart, daughter of the heir to Scotland’s throne.

The lass he watched wore a long, hooded cloak of sable-trimmed, claret-colored velvet over a violet-and-black-striped silk skirt and bodice. He noted that a few dark tendrils had escaped the colorful beaded netting that confined her hair. And when she snatched up her skirts to leap out of the way of a snowball, he saw sable-trimmed winter boots that covered her legs to her knees. 

She had drawn his gaze from the first moment he saw her. But had anyone asked why, he’d have had trouble explaining. He might have said that her figure, rosy cheeks, and wide grin reminded him of his mother. But surely, no man felt drawn to a woman because of a slight, doubtless wholly imagined, maternal resemblance. In his view, a man simply responded to an attraction. He did not try to explain it.

Although the lass’s figure was rounder and more buxom than fashion decreed, he thought she looked as if she’d be a cozy armful, the kind of woman with whom a man could find comfort. She was clearly merry and fun-loving, and although many might condemn her present lack of dignity, he did not.

Winter-crisp air or rouge had turned her full lips as red as her cheeks. Her dark eyes sparkled as she laughed, then ducked another snowball that someone had hurled and scooped up one of her own to fling back.

Seeing hers fly straight to its target, he frowned when he recognized a young courtier who had been shamelessly flirting with her an hour earlier. 

As experienced as he was himself in the art of dalliance, he had easily read her behavior then as well-practiced but meaningless flirtation. She did not care a rap for the lad but was enjoying herself nonetheless. 

The young man’s behavior seemed less playful, mayhap even predatory.

Despite that, the watcher was pleased to see her delight. 

When she had arrived midmorning with the princess Isabel Stewart’s party, a wariness in the lass’s demeanor had done more to draw his attention than the simple elegance of her dress. In his twenty-five years, he had trained many dogs and horses, and had stalked deer. He’d spent much time in the woods, too, where he liked to sit quietly for no better reason than to see what he might see.

Such experience had stirred him to think the unruly crowd intimidated her, as a pack of wolves might intimidate a young doe that wandered naïvely into its midst. 

He decided that was why he had kept an eye on her and had even begun to feel this odd sense of protectiveness toward her.

Most eyes focused on Princess Isabel, the young, beautiful, but still grieving widow of James, second Earl of Douglas, killed sixteen months before, during the victorious Battle of Otterburn. No one knew all the facts of his death, but the princess suspected murder and never hesitated to say so. 

Others dismissed her suspicions as the imaginings of a mind distraught with grief, and the Douglases had hastily remarried her to one of their wealthier vassals. But she refused to live with her new husband, and the watcher doubted that the man wielded any influence over her. The princess had a mind of her own. 

He’d never met her, but he had met her younger sister, Gelis, whose husband, Sir William Douglas, Laird of Nithsdale, was a longtime friend. Will was organizing an expedition to Prussia, to join a crusade, and since the Borders had been at peace for over a year, the watcher had decided to go with him, to search for new adventures. 

Shifting his gaze from Isabel to scan the rest of her large party, he saw two Douglas knights he knew and his cousin, Sir Walter Scott, who had recently become Laird of Buccleuch.

The watcher’s gaze shifted back to the fascinating lass, whose merriment had changed to wariness again. She looked as if she watched for someone in particular. 

When another lady walked up behind her and touched her arm she started, then smiled with relief. 

From the strong resemblance between the two, he guessed they were sisters. Then Buccleuch joined them and slipped a possessive arm around the other woman. Such an intimate gesture told the watcher she must be his lady wife.

The watcher moved away then, because Buccleuch would recognize him and might motion him over to introduce him. Much as he would have liked the introduction, he did not want to draw attention to himself just yet.

Even so, he could not resist returning a half hour later to watch her again. 

Buccleuch had moved on with his lady, and the lass stood near a roaring fire, chatting with another of Isabel’s ladies. Not far from them, children toasted bannocks and mutton collops at the flames. 

Then, abruptly, a well-dressed man strode up to the two, caught the lass by an arm, and swung her to face him.

The watcher moved nearer, frowning.

The lass tried to pull away, but the man held her and put his face close to hers. Clearly berating her, he gave her arm a shake to punctuate his words.

The watcher stepped nearer, hesitant, thinking the man must be a kinsman of hers, one who had right and reason to speak so sharply to her. 

But she resisted as if he were ordering her to do something against her will. She was growing angry, perhaps frightened. 

The man shook a finger at her. 

When she stepped back, he followed, emphasizing his words with his pointing finger, thumping her chest with it as he might an obstinate lad’s.

The watcher’s focus narrowed until he saw only the offensive finger. 

A few long strides carried him within reach.

Grabbing the lout by an arm, just as the lout had grabbed her, he swung him and slammed a blow to his jaw powerful enough to send him to the ground and keep him quiet for a few minutes, at least.

Seeing the lass clap both hands to her mouth, looking half astonished and half frightened, he swept off his plumed cap, bowed with a smile, and said lightly, “I trust that churl will trouble you no further, my lady. You should keep clear of such men.”

She avoided his gaze as she murmured unsteadily, “Should I?’

“Aye, and with respect, I’d suggest that you rejoin the princess now and keep near her lest he try to accost you again.”

She looked at him then, revealing a pair of long-lashed, melting hazel-green eyes as she said in a surprisingly low, delightfully musical voice, “You should not have struck him, sir. But I own, it was wonderful to see him bested for once.”

“He looks somewhat familiar, my lady. I’m curious as to his name.”

Dryly, she said, “He is Simon Murray, sir, my elder brother.”

“Is he, indeed? I trust you’ll forgive me then if I don’t linger till he wakens.”

Her lips twitched with amusement, but she nodded.

As he turned away, he saw the princess approaching.

“Who was that?” he heard her ask the lass.

“I don’t know,” she said. “But he laid Simon out with one blow, so I do wonder who he can be.”

Sir Garth Napier smiled as he strode off. 

It was always good to leave a woman wondering.


Chapter 1

Scone Abbey, 14 August 1390

Scotland’s long-awaited Coronation Day had come at last, and a vast crowd had gathered to see what they could see. Although it might be hours yet before the ceremony ended and the newly crowned High King of Scots emerged from the abbey kirk, the teeming mass already overflowed the abbey grounds. 

Scone Abbey sat on a terrace above the flat vale of the river Tay a few miles north of St. John’s town of Perth. Monastic buildings lay east and west of the kirk, while to its north stood a higher mound of grassy land, known as Moot Hill. 

Minutes before, John Stewart, Earl of Carrick and heir to Scotland’s throne, had made his awkward way to the kirk from Abbots’ House, a three-story gray-stone building that stood between the kirk and the eastern monastic buildings. While Carrick prepared for the ceremony, those privileged to witness it would take their places. 

The kirk being modestly appointed and small for its ilk, only royal family members, their attendants, and higher-ranking nobility could go inside. Even so, the crowd was enormous. Nearly everyone who was anyone had come, as well as many hundreds of lesser estate or none at all.

Carrick’s passage had occasioned much comment. He was thin, stooped, and pale, looked much older than his fifty years, and thanks to a kick from a horse years before, he walked with a limp. Worse, he was a man of peace and a scholar with no interest in politics. Put plainly, he was not what Scots expected their High King to be. They wanted their kings to be warriors who strode boldly and ruled decisively. 

Carrick was unlikely to do either.

Movement near the largest of the eastern monastic buildings diverted the crowd’s attention as a group of six splendidly attired young noblewomen emerged. 

Cheers erupted when people recognized the princess Isabel Stewart, one of the few popular members of the royal family. Her late husband, James, second Earl of Douglas, had been Scotland’s finest warrior, a great hero, and a man of enormous popularity. His death two years before, while leading a victorious Scottish army against a much larger English force at Otterburn, had shocked the entire country—hence the wild reaction to his tragically widowed countess. 

Everyone knew she still grieved his loss and believed that murder, rather than fair battle, had taken him. That belief had strengthened with the undeniable murder in faraway Danzig of Will Douglas of Nithsdale, her sister Gelis’s husband.

Not only had Will been almost as beloved a hero as the second earl, but two sudden deaths by violence of popular Douglases had also raised more suspicions than those of their princess wives. Yet few men dared voice the growing suspicion that someone was efficiently eliminating any threat the royal Stewarts might face from the more powerful Douglases, or from anyone else for that matter.

The crowd had been watching for Isabel, because word had spread that the new sovereign and his wife were staying in Abbots’ House, and lesser members of his family in the eastern monastic buildings. The Austen Canons who normally inhabited those Spartan quarters, and the Abbot of Scone, had moved in with their brethren in the western buildings for the duration of the coronation activities.

Although Scone Abbey was of great importance to the country, it was not as grand as Dunfermline in Fife or Scone’s sister house, Dundrennan, in the Borders. But Scone had served as capital of the ancient Pictish kingdom, and therein lay its importance to the Scottish people and the reason their coronations took place there.

The princess Isabel and her five ladies walked two by two. Isabel walked with seventeen-year-old Lady Amalie Murray, whose neatly coiffed raven tresses, hazel-green eyes, and buxom figure provided a pleasing contrast to the princess’s fair, slender, blue-eyed beauty. Their gowns contrasted well, too, Isabel in pale primrose yellow satin trimmed with ermine, and the lady Amalie in leaf-green and pink silk with wide embroidered bands of edging. Isabel waved occasionally to the cheering crowd, but the other ladies paid them scant heed, chatting instead among themselves.

“ ’Tis a strange business, this, Isabel,” the lady Amalie said as her gaze moved warily over the raucous crowd. “When we arrived two days ago, all was fun and feasting. Then yesterday we attended a state funeral—although his grace, your father, has been dead now for a full three months. Then, more feasting after the funeral, and now, on the third day, we are finally to crown the new King of Scots.”

“In fact, ’tis my brother Fife who crowns him,” Isabel said with familiar bitterness. “As we have seen, all must be as Fife ordains. Even the name the new King must take is Fife’s own Sunday name of Robert. Thus, John Stewart, Earl of Carrick, is to become Robert the Third, because Fife declares that we cannot have a king named John without reminding people that John Balliol tried to steal the crown, even though that event happened years ago. If Carrick were to remain John, Fife says, he would have to be John the Second, which would give too much import to the usurper Balliol. Fife says that would undermine the line of Robert the Bruce.”

“But to make such decisions is the Earl of Fife’s duty, is it not?” Amalie said, still searching the crowd. “He is now Governor of the Realm, after all.”

“Aye, so he still calls himself,” Isabel said. “The truth is that his grace, my father, appointed Fife Governor because Father believed himself too old and infirm to rule properly. But in May, when he died, Fife’s right to the position of Governor died with him. Sithee, he held it only at the King’s pleasure.”

“When others said as much, Fife insisted that the right remained with him until we buried the old King and crowned a new one,” Amalie reminded her. “Moreover, besides being Earl of Fife, he is also Earl of Menteith. So the right to act as coroner today is reserved to him by tradition, is it not?”

“Nay, that is but the way he chooses to interpret that tradition. The right to act as coroner lies with his wife’s family, the MacDuffs, not with the earldom he assumed by marrying her. A MacDuff has placed the crown on the head of every new King of Scots since ancient times—until today.”

That Fife’s version differed from others’ did not surprise Amalie. He was not, in her experience, a man whose word one accepted without corroboration. Nearly everyone she knew distrusted him, save her brother Simon. 

Simon admired Fife and had served him loyally for nearly eight years while, in effect, Fife had ruled Scotland. With the King less and less able to rule and Carrick uninterested, Fife had steadily acquired more and more power.

Isabel was frowning, which made her look older than her twenty-four years. With her fair hair and flawless skin, she was strikingly beautiful. But she had once been merry, forthright, and carefree. Since her beloved first husband’s death, she had lost much of the vivacity that had set her apart from other beautiful noblewomen.

As their party passed Abbots’ House to approach the kirk entrance, Amalie’s searching gaze lit at last on an older couple near the stone steps to the kirk porch. 

“Faith, Isabel, my parents are waiting for me,” she muttered as she slowed to let the princess walk ahead of her. 

A pair of stalwart knights preceded them, and because Amalie had been watching for her parents, she was sure that neither Sir Iagan nor Lady Murray had yet seen her. But they could not miss her if she walked up the steps right past them, as she would have to do to enter the kirk with Isabel.

“You cannot avoid them much longer,” Isabel said over her shoulder with one of her rare smiles. “They mean you no harm, after all.”

“I fear they may have found a husband for me,” Amalie said. “I’ve told them I don’t want one, but now that Buccleuch has succeeded to his father’s title and estates, I’m sure my mother will have persuaded my father that he can make an advantageous alliance for me just as he did for Meg. Faith, but Simon said as much eight months ago at Yuletide. He said that being good-sister to a man as powerful as Buccleuch will make up for all my faults. I’ve avoided seeing any of my family again until now only because, since then, you have rarely stayed anywhere longer than a fortnight.”

“You’ve few faults that I can see,” Isabel said. “I’ve told you myself that I know of more than one eligible young man who’d welcome you as his bride.”

“Well, I don’t want a young man or any other sort,” Amalie said. Isabel had been kind enough to provide a sanctuary when she had needed one. But Isabel did not know all there was to know about her, and Amalie did not intend to tell her. 

Instead, she said, “I’d like to slip away for a short time if you will permit it. I’ll rejoin you as soon as they go inside.” When Isabel looked about to protest, she added, “I shan’t be long, truly. Now that Carrick has gone in, they won’t stay outside much longer, because my mother will not want to end up at the back of the kirk.”

“Very well, but don’t let them see you,” Isabel said. “I’d not be amazed if your mother stopped me and demanded to know where I’d sent you.”

Amalie shook her head, letting her amusement show. Although Lady Murray was a controlling woman, she would never behave so improperly as to demand anything of the princess. But Amalie understood why Isabel had suggested she might. 

Despite the princess’s own sorrows, she paid close heed to the members of her household and could always make a worried or unhappy one smile.

Peeping between the brawny pair that led their party, Amalie saw her mother still looking about. Perhaps, she thought, Lady Murray was only trying to spot one of her other offspring or Buccleuch, but she could not make herself believe it. 

Sir Walter Scott of Buccleuch would be with other powerful barons invited to take part in the ceremony. Lady Murray would know that Meg was not there, due to advanced pregnancy, and that Simon was probably with Fife. Nor would her ladyship be looking for her younger son, Tom. She was looking for Amalie.

Shrubbery and tall beech trees surrounded Abbots’ House, and Amalie snatched the first opportunity to slip behind a wide tree trunk. She meant to wait there until the coast was clear, but as she looked nervously about, she saw Tom Murray striding straight toward her with some of his friends. 

Although he had not seen her, if she stayed where she was he soon would. Her overskirt and gloves were green and might blend in, but her tunic was pink and boasted wide bands of green trim embroidered with gold and silver thread.

Quickly wending her way through shrubbery and along a gravel path, she came to the steps of Abbots’ House and saw that the front door stood ajar.

Aware that Carrick and his party were staying there, she was sure that some servants must still be inside. But she suspected that if she went around the side of the building, she would look more furtive than if she just walked in. 

However, if she went boldly up the steps with her back to the crowd, a chance observer might easily mistake her for one of Carrick’s many sisters. Should anyone challenge her, she could just say she was looking for Isabel or one of the other princesses—not Gelis. Like Meg, Gelis was pregnant and had not come.

Having thus decided her course, Amalie hurried up the steps. Once through the open doorway, she closed the door just enough to conceal herself from view.

The dim entry hall was no more than a spacious anteroom with a stairway at her right to a railed gallery above. Doubtless, service areas lay beyond a door she could discern in the dark corner under the stairs. The walls ahead and to her left revealed three other doors, all shut. 

As she hesitated, uncertain where to go and unable to know if any nearby room was unoccupied, heavy footsteps approaching the stair-corner door made the decision for her. Snatching up her skirts, she ran silently up the stairs, hoping to find a window from which she might see if her parents had entered the kirk.

At the landing, she saw that the gallery continued around two more sides of the stairwell, providing access to several more closed doors. Window embrasures at each end of the landing provided light, but neither one would overlook the kirk.

Opposite her, another, narrower flight of stairs led up to the next floor. She would have to open one of two doors on that side to find a suitable window, and when she did, she would be in view of anyone coming down those stairs. 

As she considered her choice, to her shock, she heard a male voice inside the room to her left. Something about the voice seemed familiar.

Stepping nearer, she put an ear close to the door and heard a second voice say with perfect clarity, “In troth, if we give him sufficient cause, he is likely enough to cooperate, but one cannot trust the man from one moment to the next. ’Twould suit me better not to have to concern myself with him at all.”

“Sakes, sir,” the first voice muttered. “Is it murder you seek?”

Amalie leaned closer.

“I did not say—”

Without the slightest warning, a large, gloved hand clapped tight across her mouth and nose as a strong arm swept her off her feet and away from the door.

Terrified and disoriented, she could not see her captor’s face, but his grip was like a vise clamping her against a hard, muscular body. Her struggles did no good as he strode around the gallery, bearing her as if she were a featherweight and moving as silently as he had when he’d crept up behind her.

She kicked and squirmed until she realized that if she drew attention, she might find herself in worse trouble. Since she suspected that one of the voices might have been Simon’s, and since Simon was not a man who would look kindly on a sister secretly listening to a private conversation—especially one about murder—she decided that, for the present, she might be safer where she was.

Still, she had no way to know if the man who had caught her was friend or foe. Judging by the ease with which he carried her, he might be as large and strong as Jock’s Wee Tammy, her huge and therefore misnamed friend at Scott’s Hall who often served as Buccleuch’s squire, as well as captain of his fighting tail.

It occurred to her, too, that to have been creeping about Abbots’ House as he had, the man had to be either Carrick’s own attendant on watch for intruders, or an intruder himself. As she was telling herself she hoped he was the latter, she realized that such an intruder might well throttle her to ensure her silence. 

Why, she wondered, had she darted into the house at all? How could she do such a silly thing just to avoid a confrontation with her mother? Then a vision of that formidable dame appeared, and she knew she would do it again in an instant.

To her astonishment, her captor headed right to the second flight of stairs and then up the stairs themselves. 

She tried to pull her face far enough away from his hand to draw a deep breath, but he only pressed harder. Wondering what he would do if she bit him, she tried kicking again, hit one silk-shod foot against a bruisingly hard wooden railing, and remembered she did not want to attract attention.

Shock and terror had eased to worry and annoyance that now were shifting back to fear, so she told herself sternly that, whoever he was, he would not dare to harm her. Even if he did not know who her father was or that her good-brother was the powerful Scott of Buccleuch, he would have to be daft to harm a member of a royal household at Scone Abbey on Coronation Day.

Slightly reassured, she began to relax just as they reached a tall, heavy, ornately carved door.

Breath tickled her ear as a deep voice murmured, “I’m going to take my hand from your mouth to open this door. If you make a sound, you may endanger both our lives. Nod if you agree to keep silent.”

She nodded, telling herself she would scream Abbots’ House to rubble if she wanted to, that no one could expect her to keep her word under such circumstances. 

But when he took his hand away and continued to hold her off her feet with one arm as easily as he had with two, she decided to keep quiet until she got a good look at him and could judge what manner of man he was. All she knew so far was that he was one who could creep up on a person and carry her off as easily as he might a small child—all without making enough noise for anyone else to hear.

The chamber they entered astonished her further, because colorful arras cloths decked the walls, and a thick blue-and-red carpet covered much of the floor. Forest- green velvet curtains with golden ties and tassels draped the windows as well as a large bed in the near corner to their right.

“Faith,” she muttered when he set her on her feet and moved to shut the door, “what is this place? Surely, this is not the lord abbot’s own bedchamber!”

“Aye, although doubtless the abbot does not boast carpets to walk upon,” her captor said. “At present it serves as Carrick’s chamber, which means, in a very short time, it will be that of his grace, the King of Scots.” Then, in a tone harsh enough to raise the hairs on the back of her neck, he added, “Now, Lady Amalie, tell me, if you please, just what the devil you were doing, listening outside that door.”

Turning at last from her fascination with the bed to see his face, she gasped.

Sir Garth Napier, newly a baron and properly styled Lord of Westruther, saw her lips part and heard her gasp, but she did not immediately burst into speech. 

She was stunned to see him, though. He could easily tell that much from her expression and the quickening movement of her impressive breasts.

“Who are you?” she demanded. “And how did you learn my name?”

“As you’d told me your brother’s name, yours was not difficult to come by.”

She was looking past him, doubtless at the door. “We should not be in here.”

“No one will come here for at least an hour,” he said. “But someone is sure to miss you in the kirk. You should be with the princess Isabel, should you not?”

She nodded, saying earnestly, “I must go to her at once.”

“Not until you tell me why you were listening at that door.”

Her gaze met his searchingly, as if she would measure the strength of his resolve. Evidently, she saw that he meant to have an answer, because she gave a soft little sigh of resignation. Her breasts were downright tantalizing.

She said, “I did not mean to listen.”

“Don’t lie to me,” he said, wrenching his gaze back to her face and fixing a stern look on his own. “You had your ear right against that door.”

“Aye, but I came up only to find a window that looked onto the kirk steps.”

Recognizing a diversionary attempt, he said, “Lass, I’m not a patient man.”

“No man is patient,” she retorted. “But I don’t even know you, because you did not tell me your name before. You just walked away.”

His patience had evaporated, and he wanted to shake her. “My name would mean nowt to you. What did you hear?”

She glowered at him like an angry child. He’d have wagered his recent inheritance that she was preparing to lie again.

“You had better tell me the truth,” he warned her.

Shrugging, she said, “I could not hear their words. They spoke too quietly.”

“They?”

“I heard two voices through the door before you snatched me off my feet. I could not hear what they said, though. Nor do I know why I should tell you even if I’d heard every word.”

“I think you did hear every word,” he said. “Just what do you think would have happened if I’d just opened that door and pushed you inside?”

She bit her lower lip but rallied quickly. “Why did you not?”

He was in no more hurry to explain his actions than she was to explain hers. And he was not about to give her the satisfaction of hearing he’d followed her into Abbots’ House out of nothing more than the same curiosity she had stirred in him from the moment he’d laid eyes on her at Dunfermline. No man of sense would knowingly hand a woman a weapon of such magnitude.

Having seen her slip away from the princess and nip boldly into Abbots’ House as if she had every right—instead of no right at all—to do so had awakened the strong protective instinct that had leapt to life at seeing Simon Murray stab her in the chest with one damnably stiffened finger.

The plain fact was that Garth had followed without thought of consequence, and had stepped across the threshold to see her skirts whisking out of sight up the stairs. Voices from beyond them suggested others nearby—doubtless Carrick’s servants or some of the abbot’s, assisting Carrick’s people. At all events, he had not hesitated more than that second or two before hurrying after her.

He had been careful not to announce his presence by being heavy footed, but neither had he taken particular care to remain utterly silent. He knew he would have heard such an approach as his, had he been sneaking about as she had.

But so intent had she been on those murmurs supposedly too slight to be intelligible that she had not noticed him until he’d grabbed her. Even then, she had had enough sense not to draw the attention of the men in that room. 

Had she seen them go into the house? Had she followed them, intending to hear what they said to each other? That thought gave him chills.

He told himself that the most likely people to be talking in that room—possibly the abbot’s own reception chamber—were servants. Anyone else entering it for privy conversation would have to be of equal rank to the house’s chief resident to dare usurp one of his privy chambers for such a talk. 

But the present chief resident was not the Abbot of Scone.

Moreover, everyone had seen Carrick and his attendants making their slow progress to the abbey kirk. And most could deduce that the private chambers in Abbots’ House would be empty for an hour or two until the new sovereign’s chamberlain returned to assure that all was still in order for his grace’s comfort.

In fact, only one man would consider himself equal to that newly crowned King and thus rightfully entitled to usurp his grace’s chamber to his own use. And if the lass had purposefully listened to the Earl of Fife, now Governor of the Realm, speaking with a minion—or, worse, to another noble—she ought to be soundly skelped for such folly.

The thought of the consequences to her, had Fife caught her in the act, sent icy fear racing through him. But instead of chilling him, it ignited his temper.

He said grimly, “Do you know the penalty you’d face if I were to report what you were doing? Had the people in that room been only two of the abbot’s servants, it would be bad enough—”

“They were not servants,” she said. Then, clearly realizing that silence would have been wiser, she clapped her own neatly gloved hand over her mouth.

“How do you know they were not?” he demanded, clenching his fists to keep from shaking her.

“I . . . I don’t,” she said. “They didn’t sound like servants.”

“Then you must have heard words, lass. You could not otherwise be so sure. If they were not servants, you’d best pray they never learn you were outside that door. Consider who else might enter a room intended for use only by the man who will shortly become King of Scots. I can think of only one person.”

The roses in her cheeks paled so quickly he feared she would faint. Again he had to restrain himself, this time to avoid offering a hand to steady her.

The same instinct that had served him well in battle and tiltyard warned him not to touch her again—not yet. Whether it arose from a sense of self-preservation or a suspicion that her stubbornness would only increase if she recognized his concern he did not know. But when that instinct stirred, he obeyed it.

“I’ll accept that you did not recognize their voices,” he said. “But you did hear what they said. If you are wise, you will tell me what it was.” Putting steel in his voice, he added, “For your own safety, lass. If they learn that you were there—”

“How could they?”

“Anyone might have seen you come in. I did.”

Still, she hesitated. 

His hands were fairly itching to shake the truth out of her when, out of the silence, he heard a distant, dull thud. 

He held up a hand to warn her to keep silent.

“What?”

“Hush.” He moved silently to the door and put his ear against it. A moment later, he straightened and said, “Two men, going downstairs.”

“There are windows overlooking the front. We can see who they are.”

“Don’t be daft,” he snapped. “Someone—servant or otherwise—may be watching from those windows. We’ve both taken too much risk just by coming inside. The sooner we are out of here, the better I shall like it.”

“Coward. If you really wanted to know, you’d go and look.”

Narrowing his eyes, letting both his temper and his tension show, he said, “If you know what’s good for you, you will keep such opinions to yourself. I’ve a good mind to tell your brother Simon I found you in here, listening at doors.”

The remaining color drained from her face. “You . . . you wouldn’t!”

“Don’t count on that,” he said, praying she would believe him. “I’ll be here all day and for the Queen’s coronation tomorrow. If you have any wits at all, you’ll come to your senses and tell me the truth before we both leave Scone.”

He waited, hoping she would tell him at once. But he had taken her measure, whether he liked it or not, and he was not surprised when she kept silent.

“One thing more,” he said. “If you won’t tell me, then pray have the good sense not to tell anyone else. You cannot possibly know whom to trust.”

“I trust no one,” she said bluntly. “Are we just going to walk out together?”

“We are.”

“Then you’d better tell me your name, sir, lest someone see us together. It will hardly redound to my credit, or yours, if I cannot name you to anyone in my family or the princess’s household who may see us together.”

“I suspect that anyone who’d wonder at it has gone into the kirk,” he said. 

“Are you so ashamed of your name?” she asked. “I should think you’d be proud of it. I do recognize a knightly girdle when I see one, after all, and yours is similar to the one my good-brother, Buccleuch, wears on such occasions.”

“If you hoped to startle me by announcing your kinship to Buccleuch, you’d have done better to consider what his opinion would be of your behavior here. I warrant I can describe it for you if you cannot imagine it for yourself.”

When she nibbled her lower lip again, he knew he had made his point. But then she said, “So you know Buccleuch. Must I ask him to tell me your name?”

He did not want to explain himself to Buccleuch any more than she did, so accepting defeat, he said, “My name is Garth Napier.” That was not all there was to it now, but she had deduced his knighthood, and he saw no reason to reveal more.

“I hope, Sir Garth Napier, that you don’t mean to escort me into the kirk and all the way to Isabel in front of everyone else in there.”

“Nay, lass,” he said, suppressing a smile at the reaction that would stir. “You’ll have to walk that path alone.”

She wouldn’t like that any better, but she had no choice.


Chapter 2

Amalie walked with Sir Garth downstairs, outside, and along the winding path to the abbey kirk without incident. As they wended their way through the crowd, she saw that the prelates, officers of state, and other powerful lords, all in their festive robes, had gathered at the front of the kirk, ready to take their part in the procession. Buccleuch was somewhere among them and would likely see them and ask questions later. But she could not worry about that now.

Onlookers crowded them, making her extraordinarily aware of the tall, broad-shouldered, athletic looking knight beside her. With her hand resting on his muscular forearm, she noted its steadiness and recalled with awe his strength and the ease with which he had carried her. No one had carried her since she was a child, and Sir Garth Napier had done it as if she still were one.

Although she had seen him well enough to recognize him in the abbot’s chamber, the light there had not been good. At Dunfermline, she’d had little time to note his features and had seen only a stalwart man of fierce demeanor. Now, knowing he would vanish again and she might never have another chance, she wanted to get a good look at him. But their relative positions made it difficult.

She had seen that his face was a long oval, deeply tanned, and his cheekbones and the line of his brow were strongly chiseled. She noted now that his heavily lashed blue eyes sat deep under eyebrows a shade or two darker than his sun-streaked brown hair. His nose was aquiline, his mouth a straight line, for his lips pressed thin as he guided her deftly through the crowd to the kirk porch. His chin was firm with a cleft in the middle, and she had a notion he might be as stubborn as she was. Her eyes were almost level with his shoulder. Her head would just fit beneath his chin.

A boyish lock of hair had tumbled onto his forehead, and despite the fact that he was a head taller than she and she dared look up at him now only through her lashes in quick, darting glances, she saw how strikingly blue his eyes were. She looked away, hoping he would not detect her curiosity. She could not decide what to make of him, but she was sure she had never met another man like him.

He wore a doublet of dark-blue miniver-trimmed velvet and fashionable silk hose with one leg of striped blue-and-white, the other a plain dark blue—clothing of a nobleman of means. The wide knightly girdle of silver and bronze medallions linked round his hips held a long dirk with a jeweled hilt in a fine leather sheath. He did not wear a sword, because one did not attend the King’s coronation so armed. 

Despite the constant murmur of the steadily increasing crowd as folks made way for them, she could hear the sheath make creaking noises as it shifted against the silver belt and wondered again at how silently he had crept up on her earlier.

His gaze shifted alertly right and left as they approached the steps, and then, before she could look away, it locked with hers and held it easily.

He grinned, and she noted flashing white teeth and the slash of a dimple near the left corner of his mouth. Heat flooded her cheeks and elsewhere within her.

Still walking as fast as the crowd would allow, he bent nearer, twinkling. 

“What is it, lass?” he asked. “These folks care only about seeing the great lords and the King when he comes. They are paying us no heed.”

“You know what it is,” she muttered, glad he was no longer so stern but wishing he would not treat her lightly, either. What if he joked with his friends later, bragged that he had caught her so easily? “I cannot forget where we just were. How do you manage to walk through them all as if there were naught amiss in what we did? Buccleuch is here somewhere, and others who know me. What if they—”

“Forget that for now,” he said, still smiling as if he flirted with her. “Whether of high or low estate, we are all less likely to question folks who behave as if they have every right to do what they are doing. Confidence often wins the day when one holds no other weapon. Now, lass, smile and hold your head high, for here we are.”

Then, surprising her, he put his right hand over hers on his forearm and gave it a squeeze, murmuring, “Pretend you are her grace, the new Queen.” With that, he released her and reached for the door, sweeping a bow as he opened it for her. 

The chanting of monks in their transept stalls spilled forth with an accompanying buzz of murmurs from the congregation.

The ceremony had not yet begun. Still, the chamber was crowded and Amalie had no idea where Isabel’s party would be, so her first inclination was to turn tail and flee rather than draw more attention to herself.

“Your grace,” her companion murmured as he stepped back, head still low.

His words and attitude tickled her sense of humor, and she flashed a smile that he could not see with his head still down. Swallowing, she faced forward again, raised her chin, and crossed the threshold. After that, it proved easy, because Sir Duncan Forrest, one of Isabel’s knights, approached her at once.

“This way, if you please, Lady Amalie,” he said. “I’m to take you forward.”

“Thank you,” she said with a smile and a surge of relief.

A green-carpeted aisle stretched up the center of the nave between rows of people standing or kneeling on prayer stools, but Sir Duncan guided Amalie to the narrow colonnade on the south side and escorted her forward to the second row.

Instead of the last stool in that row, which, as the youngest of the princess’s ladies, Amalie had expected to be hers, Isabel patted the one next to her own.

Nodding thanks to Sir Duncan, and doing her best not to trip over or step on any toes, she eased her way past Lady Sibylla, who smiled at her, Lady Susan, who did not, and the two older ladies, Nancy and Averil, to the place beside Isabel.

“Did you elude them, then?” the princess asked archly without bothering to lower her voice. Not that it mattered. The monks still chanted, and the additional buzz suggested that nearly everyone else was involved in private conversation.

It took Amalie a moment to remember eluding her parents, but then she said, “Oh, yes, thank heaven. I just pray that my mother did not see me slip away.”

“Nay, she did not, or she’d have said something as I passed,” Isabel said with a mischievous smile. “She has small respect for the blood royal, your mother. 

“Nay, nay,” she added when Amalie moved to protest. “I ken fine that she means no offense. ’Tis naught but the pride she has in her own ancient lineage, and she is hardly alone in that. Many others look upon us Stewarts as upstarts. She’d have had no satisfaction from me today, although I own, the woman does frighten me witless. Does anyone ever go contrary to her wishes?”

Grateful not to have to answer more questions about her absence, long though it must have seemed, Amalie said, “Scarcely anyone dares. Simon is less submissive than the rest of us, and my father sometimes reveals a stubborn streak. But neither Meg nor I have stood up to her, unless one counts my unwillingness to go home. Mother did not press me to return, though. She suggested it only once, just before you invited me to join your household, but that was all. Simon did say I should go home at Yuletide, but that was when we were at Dunfermline.”

Remembering what else had happened there, and feeling herself flush at the memory, she added hastily, “Mother understood why I wanted to live with you. I did expect a summons from her after Simon told me to go home, but she sent none.”

“You knew that she and your father would be here, though,” Isabel said. “You told me so, and of course, nearly every noble family is here because most think it treasonous not to be. ’Tis only natural they would want to see you. I’m only surprised they did not look for you before now.”

“They did not attend his grace’s funeral, so they must not have arrived until late yesterday, and they most likely stayed with Murray cousins in town, so this morning was their first opportunity to look for me here. But Mother had that look of determination she gets when she has made up her mind to something.”

“Which is why you suspect she has a plan for you,” Isabel said, nodding. “But it is time that you think of marriage, my dear. If you fear they may try to force you to wed someone against your will, recall that Scottish law forbids that.”

Amalie allowed herself an inward sigh. Isabel barely knew Lady Murray and stood in awe of her. It ought to take little thought for her to understand how difficult it was for a daughter of Lady Murray’s to oppose her.

She was trying to think how she could phrase the point tactfully when Isabel said, “Here comes Annabella now. They must be about to begin.”

With no more fanfare than a low drum roll to silence the audience, Annabella Drummond, Countess of Carrick and later to be Queen of Scots, walked up the aisle alone, followed by two men-at-arms bearing the Stewart and Drummond banners. A chair of state awaited her at the front on the north side of the aisle, and when she reached it, she sat without further ceremony, facing the altar.

“She ought to have walked in with John,” Isabel muttered. “It is unfair to make her wait a full day for her own coronation. Few will pay it any heed, but of course, that is why Fife insisted on the delay, to belittle her position as Queen.”

Amalie wondered if others had heard Isabel. But despite the drum roll, the monks continued their chanting and the congregation its murmuring. Beside her, Lady Averil gave no sign of hearing. But she was devoted to Isabel and would not condemn anything she said.

The chanting ceased at last, the doors opened with a trumpet blare, and a choir of twenty small boys entered, two by two, singing their way to choir stalls in the north transept opposite the monks.

Acolytes followed, swinging censers and preceding the Lord Abbot of Scone and a train of bishops, abbots, and priors. Wearing their finest canonicals and robes, they proceeded to seats arranged in the chancel, flanking the high altar. 

Before it, the throne sat on a low dais behind a table draped in white linen.

The choir fell silent, and pipes played in the invited barons. As Buccleuch passed, looking splendidly dignified in his long robe, his gaze caught Amalie’s, and she knew he had watched for her.

He and the other invited barons proceeded to the chancel steps, where they took places on either side. 

Next, after a crash of cymbals, came the earls, who went up the steps and sat on chairs in front of the prelates on the north side of the chancel.

A royal fanfare of trumpets announced the Lyon King of Arms and the officers of state. First of these was twelve-year-old David Stewart, Carrick’s heir and soon to be Earl of Carrick and High Steward of the land. 

He wore cloth-of-gold and strode boldly and alone to the chancel, to take his place before the prelates on the south side. Other officers of state joined him there.

With a more prolonged fanfare, Bishop Trail of St. Andrews, premier clergyman of the realm, led Carrick himself in, flanked by his constable with the sword of state and his marischal with the royal scepter.

Behind them, looking severe and wearing fine, gold-trimmed black velvet, came the dark, lean figure of the Earl of Fife and Menteith, carrying a red velvet cushion that bore the crown of Scotland.

Carrick wore white velvet, the color of purity, but Amalie thought it a pity that Fife presented a much more powerful appearance. With his grace’s white hair and beard, the white velvet made him look more like a ghost than a king. He limped beside Bishop Trail to the chancel and took his place, not on the throne but on a plain chair opposite Annabella.

The Abbot of Scone began the coronation mass. He and the monarch-to-be took Communion together afterward, and then the abbot gestured to Bishop Trail, who raised Carrick to his feet and administered the oath.

Having sworn in a voice Amalie could barely hear to be father to the people of Scotland, to keep the country’s peace as far as God would allow, to forbid and put down evil, crime, and felony in all degrees, and to show righteousness and mercy in all judgments in the name of God Almighty, Carrick stood silently while Bishop Trail anointed his head and brow with holy oil “in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, amen.”

A din of cheering erupted as the choir burst into song. Soon the cheering congregation was singing with them, and when the hymn ended, Bishop Trail guided his charge to the front of the chancel and said in a ringing voice, “I present to you the Lord’s anointed, your liege lord and undoubted High King of Scots!”

More cheers erupted, along with shouts of “God save the King!”

Looking dazed by the din, the new King started when the Lord Chamberlain approached to drape him in the royal robe. Then Bishop Trail led him to the throne, where the constable presented the sword of state. Sitting to accept the scepter, the King held it in his left hand and gazed vaguely out at the still cheering audience.

At last, the Earl of Fife stepped forward with the crown on its red cushion. Handing the cushion to a minion, Fife took up the crown of Robert the Bruce, splendidly made from the spoils of Bannockburn, and placed it on his brother’s head. Stepping back, he gave a slight nod but said nothing and did not kneel.

Amalie heard a sound like a growl from her left and darted a look at Isabel, to see her glowering at the scene before them. Trumpets played a fanfare and the choir broke into another hymn. Again the congregation joined in. 

When the music ended, before anyone spoke, young David Stewart strode forward, ignoring the black look of disapproval on his uncle’s face as he did.

Facing the throne, David dropped to one knee and, head bowed, held out both hands to his father. The congregation fell instantly, totally silent.

Looking astonished but more human than he had since entering the church, the King extended his right hand, and the boy took it between his in the traditional gesture of fealty. Still kneeling, he swore his oath of fealty in a voice clear enough to carry to the back of the church. When he finished, the congregation cheered him.

Fife continued to glower.

“Look at him,” Isabel muttered loudly enough for Amalie to hear. “He’s as furious as he can be.”

Amalie saw that much for herself and wondered at the youngster’s daring. She had heard that he was impetuous and headstrong, but she had seen him only two or three times and could not imagine anyone so young challenging the Governor of the Realm. Fife intimidated most full-grown men.

Others had seen Fife’s fury, because the church fell silent again.

Fife waited only until David stepped back, then moved to take the King by an arm, brusquely gesturing to the marischal and constable to take the sword and scepter as his grace rose. Motioning then for the royal standard bearer to precede them, Fife accompanied the King to the door and outside without so much as pausing at Annabella’s chair. 

Hurriedly, everyone else followed them.

Outside, onlookers joined the procession to Moot Hill. Men carried the throne out and put it on top of the hill, and the King gratefully sat down again.

The crowd quickly fell silent as Fife bent, scooped up a handful of previously loosened dirt, and put it in his grace’s hand.

The ladies of Princess Isabel’s party were near enough to hear him say, “I, Robert of Fife, give you the land of Scotland. I will aid you to hold it.” 

Amalie’s throat seemed to close, stopping her breath. She shut her eyes, unsure if that voice was the same one she had heard on the other side of the door.

Turning to the crowd, Fife said a bit more loudly, “I, Robert, Governor of the Realm of Scotland, give you your new-crowned King.”

She still could not be sure. Opening her eyes, she gazed speculatively at him.

The huge crowd screamed its approval as Isabel muttered her fury. “They don’t even understand that he is declaring that he gave John the crown. ’Twas bad enough to force him to take the name Robert, but this is too much!”

The Lyon King of Arms stepped forward. Trumpets blew for silence, and just as the ancient Celtic seanachies of old had done, the Lyon King began to recite the King’s kinship to those ancient kings. “Behold the High King of Scots, Ard Righ Albannach,” he intoned. “Robert, son of Robert, son of Robert, son of Marjorie, daughter of Robert, son of Robert . . .”

When he finished, the first among the earls present stepped forward and dropped to a knee to swear his fealty. Other earls followed in order of precedence, then lesser nobles, down to those holding the largest baronies. Even the least of barons had to swear fealty, but not everyone need do so on Coronation Day.

At last, with a sigh of relief, Isabel said, “We can ease our way out of this throng now, I think.” With a brilliant smile, she turned and looked directly at the people just behind her, who quickly made way for her.

Amalie had been about to suggest that they look for one or both of the knights who served Isabel to make way for her, but Sir Duncan and Sir Kenneth had lost sight of them as they hurried to follow her and the procession to Moot Hill.

The ladies emerged from the crowd without incident and headed for the abbey park below Moot Hill, where fires had been burning since sunrise to prepare meats for the coronation feast. Trestle tables sat in the shade of tall beech trees, and Amalie saw Isabel’s knights and others guarding tables draped with white linen, clearly intended for the royal family and the most powerful lords of the realm, and their guests. Other, plain wooden trestles were available for lesser nobility, and the rest of the mob would look after themselves. Food was plentiful for everyone.

As Amalie followed Isabel with her other ladies toward one of the tables set apart for the royal family and their noble attendants, her gaze roamed freely. 

Only after disappointment stirred did she realize she was seeking someone in particular, and not any member of her family or Isabel’s.

Sir Garth Napier took the King’s soft right hand between his own two now bared and calloused ones, and felt as if he held something fragile. 

Perhaps because Robert the Third, as one must now think of him, did not suit Garth’s notion of a king any better than that of most Scots, he was unprepared for the surge of emotion he felt as he gently held that hand to promise his fealty. 
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