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      CAULDNEB, EAST LOTHIAN, SCOTLAND

      OCTOBER 1787

      I never liked my name. Mary Agnes Hepburn. The Hepburn part was acceptable, just, but Mary; plain old Mary followed by Agnes. Agnes, for goodness sake. I cannot think of an uglier name than Agnes. I used to ask my mother why she could not have chosen something a little different, something mysterious or romantic, but no, Mary Agnes it was and Mary Agnes it had to remain.

      'Mary was the name of queens,' Mother told me, with a smug smile that did not help in the slightest.

      'Well, the queens can keep it,' I said.

      'So must you,' Mother's smile did not falter. And that was her final word on the matter.

      It was many years before I became reconciled to my name and then only in the most unusual of circumstances. I will relate them by-and-by, but as in all tales, it is best to start at the beginning and finish at the end, so that is what I shall do. Now, bear with me, please, as I wend through this story, and I hope you will smile when I smiled, cry when I cried and feel all the emotions in between. Being Scottish as I am, I am not very good at showing my feelings, but when I do, nobody is in any doubt of what they are. Just stand clear when I unleash my temper, and all should be well.

      Perhaps it was because of my plain Mary name, or maybe because of my black temper, but I was not the most popular of women. I had a tendency to remain apart from other people, which drove my parents to distraction. I was, and am, also stubborn, wilful and generally a thrawn besom, as we say in Scotland. I don't think there is an exact English translation, but a cantankerous troublemaker may be as close as you will get. In short, I am my own woman and always have been. You may see what I mean as I unravel the tale of my name and the sealed document that waited to spring its unpleasant ambush upon me.

      One thing I did enjoy was to be outdoors where the cool rain could wash my face. I always preferred bird-song to the most beautiful choral music, and the singing of the wind to the most accomplished of formal orchestras.

      'You'll never find a husband that way,' Father said when he came across me working in our walled garden that late autumn day of 1787. 'Leave that sort of thing to the servants.'

      'I like it here,' I leaned on the handle of my fork. 'I like working with plants and animals.'

      Father shook his head. 'What sort of man will want a wife with a sun-browned face and rough hands?'

      'I'm not looking for a man,' I said, truthfully enough, for I had long given up the idea of romance. That sort of thing was for others, not for women such as me. Knights on white chargers ride to the rescue of beautiful princesses with fanciful names and long golden locks, not plain Marys with often-tangled red hair.

      Father dismounted and whistled for the stable-boy to care for Hector, his horse. Father always gave his horses the name of Classical heroes, so he had Hector, Ajax and Achilles. Homer would have been proud of him. Personally, I always preferred the name and character of Ulysses to Hector. I like a man with brains as well as brawn. Perhaps that was one reason I could not find a man who would suit me. My male contemporaries were good men enough, dependable workers, honest as the day was long, but take them away from farming, and their minds would flounder like a coach in a peat bog.

      'Now, Mary,' Father put his one arm around my shoulders. 'You must start to think about your future. Your mother and I won't be here forever, you know.'

      'I know,' I said. 'In about twenty or thirty years I will worry about that.'

      'You don't want to be an old maid,' Father said. 'You don't wish to live a lonely life.' He spoke quietly, as he had done so often before. Although I knew he meant to give kindly advice, I was not in the mood to listen. 'Your mother and I are perfectly willing to help find you a decent man. There are dozens who would leap at the chance of marriage with you.'

      'Name one,' I said as my temper heated up. 'Name one decent man who would leap at the chance of marrying a sun-browned woman with rough hands. Name me one decent man who would leap at the chance of marrying me for myself; not a man who would marry me because in twenty or thirty years I will fall heir to your property.'

      That was rather a long speech for me, for I was not prone to conversation.

      Father smiled. I suppose that after twenty-odd years of marriage to my mother, a woman's temper did not bother him much. 'I will do better than name one, Mary. I will bring one to meet you. Then I will bring another and another until you meet a man with whom you feel comfortable.'

      'Comfortable!' I allowed my temper to control me, rather than me controlling it. 'I don't want a man with whom I feel comfortable! I want a man who loves me.'

      Father raised his eyebrows in that infuriating manner he had. 'I thought you were not looking for a man at all.'

      'I'm not.' My temper calmed as quickly as it had arisen. I was not sure if Father had trapped me or if I had unwittingly revealed a truth I did not wish to have known.

      'That's all right then,' Father kissed me on the forehead. 'You won't have any objections to your mother and me looking for you.' When he stepped back, tall, bronzed and kindly, I knew that I would never find a man like him. That was another part of my trouble, you see; I had a father who could do anything, and I had never met a man, young or old, who could match him in temperament or ability.

      'You won't find a man for me,' I told him.

      'Maybe we will and maybe we won't,' Father said, 'but if not, it won't be for want of trying.' His smile took ten years off his age. I could easily see why Mother had fallen for him all these years ago.

      As I watched him stride into the house, whistling, I knew that life was going to become that little bit more complicated. When Father decided to do something, he put his whole heart into it, whatever it was. I sighed, remembering his efforts to improve the few hundred acres that we called our own. Not content to supervise the new drainage scheme, Father had to go down with pick-axe and shovel to lead the workers in the field. When we built new field boundaries, he was there, lifting and carrying the stones for the dry-stane dykes that now snake across our land. When he had new cottages for the tenants built, he helped draw up the plans and ensure every home had slate roofs and a decent vegetable garden; very impressive for a one-armed man. With that sort of example, is it any wonder that I like to spend my time out-of-doors rather than sitting quietly sewing, painting or playing the pianoforte like other unmarried women are supposed to do? I have only my father to blame for that, bless his interfering heart.

      Perhaps it is because I am an only child without any brothers that Father treated me as much like a son as a daughter until he realised that girls should be brought up differently. By that time it was too late, the damage had been done and rather than sitting prettily, I liked to ride on horseback dig holes in the garden or walk in the muir. Is it any wonder that I could not find a man? Which man would want a woman as unconventional as I was?

      Even knowing Father's unflagging energy, I was surprised just how quickly he began to round up the local bachelors and bring them to Cauldneb House, our less than romantically-named home. For those of you who can't translate guid Scots, cauld is what you may term as cold and a neb is our word for a nose, so we lived in Cold Nose House. It is hardly an evocative name, but once you have experienced one of our winters, or indeed one of our springs or autumns, you will understand the aptness of the description. The wind here howls straight from the north and east, cutting through layers of clothing like a knife of ice.

      Unfortunately for romance, the neb in question is not the nose situated on a human face. Our neb is a protuberance on a range of high muirland or low hills, thrusting north-eastward toward the German Ocean. A muir, you understand, is what you may call a moor.

      If you have read my account so far, you may wish to know where Cauldneb happens to be located. You will realise by now that we are in Scotland. Fine; so your first thought may be for the majestic Highlands with its tartan-bedecked clansmen with their Gaelic speech and great chiefs. We are not up there. Cauldneb is in the south of the country, a score of miles east of Edinburgh, on the northward slopes of the Lammermuir, exposed to winds from north, east and west. There are many good points; the views are splendid, over the plain of East Lothian, across the chopped blue bite of the Firth of Forth to the fertile fields of Fife. Our fields were equally as lush as those in Fife, which was another major factor in Cauldneb's favour. Oh, and the Firth of Forth is an inlet of the German Ocean, like a smiling mouth inviting trade into the heart of Lowland Scotland.

      For good or bad, Cauldneb was home. King Malcolm II, the Destroyer, had granted the lands to the precursors of the Hepburn line back in 1018. Although there are other Hepburns in the area, we predated them by some centuries, owning Cauldneb without ever becoming ennobled or grasping for more. We were and are happy with our wee bit land; our blood and sweat had made it what it is, and generations of our ancestors lie in the local Kirkyard. Some, naturally, have ventured abroad.

      Simon Hepburn rode to the Third Crusade from the ancient, crumbled keep that predated our house. Walter Hepburn fought with the Grey Wolves against English invaders in the 14th century. David Hepburn crossed to High Germany to fight the good fight for somebody or other in the Thirty Years War and my father, Andrew Hepburn had lost an arm experimenting with a new reaping machine.

      And now there was me, plain Mary, the last of the line. Father's quest to find me a husband was not entirely from a desire to save me from lonely spinsterhood. He also had the interest of the family in mind. So did my mother.

      'You see, Mary,' Mother said, 'there is only a limited time during which you can produce a baby. That is why women marry young. You are already twenty years old.'

      Produce a baby. How cold-blooded that sounded. How practical. How unromantic. 'I know how old I am, Mother.'

      'Well then, Mary, it's high time you thought of somebody else for a change.'

      That was grossly unfair.

      'Think of your poor father. He needs to know the family line is secure before he dies.'

      Before he dies? Father is forty-five years old and as fit as Neil Gow's fiddle.

      'You have to find a husband, Mary.'

      Yes, Mother. So you keep telling me.

      'So what are you going to do about it?'

      That was how mother spoke. She ranted about her own thoughts and ideas and then demanded my answers to problems that only she believed existed.

      'I believe that Father has it in hand, Mother.' I said, as much to keep the peace, or rather to get some peace, as anything else.

      'Good.' Mother's mood altered as rapidly as a sparrowhawk catching its prey. Was I the prey? 'We'll soon have you all settled with a respectable man, Mary, don't you worry.'

      'I was not worrying, Mother,' I assured her. That was no longer correct. I was beginning to worry now. I had no intention of being rushed into marriage with some dull-as-ditchwater supposedly-respectable man who was probably twice my age. Or with some brain-numbed clodhopper of a farmer whose imagination did not extend past the nearest midden heap. A midden heap is a dunghill, in case you were wondering.

      I tried to push the thought of my parents' matchmaking out of my mind by helping Mr Mitchell the gardener. Middle-aged, with perennially dirty hands, he had an encyclopaedic knowledge of every plant in the garden. I enjoyed his company, which annoyed my mother, who pretended to care for me mixing with the servants even less than Father did.

      'Don't get too familiar,' Mother said. 'The servants are not our friends.' She arrived in the walled garden when Mr Mitchell was explaining the elements of grafting. Mr Mitchell was making sure I understood each step before progressing to the next.

      'Mitchell!' Mother often spoke sharply to the servants when she was trying to convince me of my elevated position. 'Cook needs more potatoes.'

      'Yes, Mrs Hepburn.' Mr Mitchell said. 'I'll get them to her directly.'

      Mother watched him stroll away. 'You'd better get washed, Mary. It is not a gentlewoman's place to get her hands dirty.'

      'Maybe I'm not cut out to be a gentlewoman,' I said.

      'Maybe not,' Mother was unperturbed. 'Be that as it may, you are a gentlewoman. None of us can escape our destiny.'

      'I can try,' I said.

      I knew that mother was correct. I was the last Hepburn of Cauldneb. It was my destiny to produce sufficient heirs to ensure the continuation of the family line.

      'We are what we are born to be,' Mother told me. 'We have a guest coming a week this Saturday. Mr John Aitken.' Her smile wrapped around me like a snake. 'You'll like him.'

      'Oh.' I could not think what to say. John Aitken. 'I don't know any Mr John Aitken. I thought I knew all the local gentlemen.'

      'Mr Aitken has recently moved into the area from up north,' Mother's smile did not falter. She touched my shoulder. 'The family has purchased Tyneford. You don't know him, Mary. I know that you will like him.'

      'Will I?' I looked away. 'I should choose my own man.'

      'If you find somebody,' Mother said, 'let me know, and I'll judge his suitability.' She stepped toward the exit of the walled garden. 'I've already judged the suitability of John Aitken.'

      'I might not like him,' I said.

      'You will,' Mother told me. 'He is very respectable and eminently suitable.'

      When Mother left, I felt as if she had closed the door on my life. I knew my mother. In her eyes, the match was done and dusted. It was only a matter of time before I walked down the aisle and became Mrs John Aitken, a respectable married woman to raise a whole brood of little Hepburn-Aitkens suitable to continue the family line for another seven hundred years. I knew that Father would try to persuade this John Aitken fellow to change his name to Hepburn.

      The thought that Mother had already decided my future was not pleasant. I could not bear to remain where I was. I had to move, I had to walk. I had to feel the wind in my face and the ground under my feet.

      With the name John Aitken rolling around inside my head, I nearly ran from our walled garden.

      Nowadays everybody had heard of Lammermuir or Lammermoor as some people tend to spell it. Sir Walter Scott immortalised it in his novel The Bride of Lammermoor, which brought hundreds of readers to our neck of the woods. However, in my day nobody came to Lammermuir. The mail coach from London to Edinburgh passed at a distance, and the odd hardy traveller ventured onto the heights to cross to the villages of the Merse, the fertile, lowlands of the far south-east of Scotland. Apart from the farmers and shepherds and an occasional gaberunzie man - that's a wandering pedlar - very few people knew Lammermuir.

      Let me explain. Lammermuir is a plateau of low heather-ridges on the south-east shoulder of the nation, bleak, empty and open to the grey sky above. I had grown up wandering the muir, so I knew it well. It was bare, wind-tortured and in winter desolate beyond description. I loved it. I loved the space. I loved the emptiness. I loved the wildlife, the wild hares and the lizards, the kestrels and sparrow hawks. I loved the plants peeking from the burns that gurgled through the heather. I liked the fact that I could be alone with my thoughts.

      That afternoon, my thoughts were as dark as the peat holes that waited to trap the unwary. I was used to my life of freedom; now I knew that would change if my beloved mama married me off to some unknown stranger. John Aitken: what an uninspiring name.

      To access Lammermuir, one has first to negotiate an initial steep slope that leads to what is essentially a plateau. I took the slope at speed, leaning my hands on my thighs to propel my legs through the heather. Ignoring the rasping of my breath, I pushed on, to reach the summit with my heart pounding.

      Lammermuir stretched forever before me with a constant breeze stirring the heather, so it appeared like a browny-purple sea. As always, I stood there for a long minute to drink in the scenery and taste the Lammermuir wine. That is what I call the scent of this magical area, where the breeze carries the fresh smell of the heather, sometimes mingled with earthy peat or the wild aroma of sheep. The combination of space, heather and fresh air, all under a canopy of God's good heaven, makes Lammermuir a place like no other. It is my bit, as we say here.

      When the hammering of my heart calmed down, I walked into the muir. I took long steps, revelling in the freedom, enjoying the play of light from the sky on the undulations of the landscape. I breathed deeply, trying to forget Mother's intention to marry me off to some unknown man. John Aitken. The name seemed as dull and featureless as one of the boulders that littered this muir. After half an hour of constant walking, I perched on a handy rock to think.

      When I smelled the smoke, I knew that all was not as it should be. As there was no house in the area, there were only two possibilities; either some careless person had set the heather on fire, or somebody was operating a whisky distillery. Of the two, the latter was more likely. At that time there was open warfare between the illicit whisky distillers and the Excisemen the length and breadth of the country. The tax on small-scale distilling was so high that only a very few could afford it, leading to hundreds, if not thousands, of illegal distilleries springing up. Most were in the Highlands, but we had our share in the Lowlands as well. Naturally, the government were opposed to this tax evasion, and employed a small army of officials, often backed by regular soldiers, to quell the trade.

      I knew that some of these illegal distillers could be a little bit rough, so you will forgive me being cautious as I approached the source of the smoke. Now, you may be wondering why I did not turn away completely from any source of danger. Well, if the truth is told, I am generally not an inquisitive sort of woman, but I do like to know what is happening, especially in my own muir. Lifting the hem of my skirt away from the longest of the heather stems, I slowly approached the smoke, watching for the ankle-trapping peat holes that wait for the unwary.

      The distillery was so cleverly hidden that I could not see it. All I could see was the drift of smoke above the heather. If I had not known Lammermuir, I might have believed the smoke was mere mist. Going down on all fours, I crawled closer, feeling for an opening.

      'Who the devil are you?' The voice was nearly as unfriendly as the hard hand that grabbed my shoulder and yanked me upright.

      I looked around, squirming in the man's grasp. 'I am Mary Hepburn,' I said, more chagrined at having been caught than afraid. 'Who are you?'

      The man was of middle height, with an unshaven face and red-rimmed eyes. He was not in the slightest bit handsome. 'Mary Hepburn, are you? What are you doing snooping around here, Mary Hepburn?'

      'I live around here.' I twisted in his grasp, trying to escape. I may as well have tried to fly to the clouds. 'You, however, do not.'

      'What do you have there, Peter?' A second man joined the first. Younger but every bit as unkempt, he held a stout cudgel in his hand.

      'A woman, Simmy.' Peter shook me, much as Gibby, our terrier, would shake a rat. 'I found her snooping around.' His broken-toothed smile was unpleasant.

      'A woman?' Simmy came closer, tapping the cudgel in his left hand. 'What shall we do with her?'

      'I've got some ideas on that,' Peter leered closer. His grip tightened. 'We could teach her to mind her own business.'

      'Aye,' Simmy tucked his cudgel under his arm. 'We could.' I would put him at 28 or 30, a stocky, broad-shouldered man. 'Let me have her, Peter. I'll show her things she won't forget.'

      Peter smiled again. 'We can both show her things she won't forget.' He pulled me closer, shaking again. 'Mary Hepburn is it?'

      'There's lots of Hepburn's around here,' Simmy said. 'Too many blasted Hepburns.'

      'I know a quiet spot where we can deal with this Hepburn,' Peter said. 'Nobody will disturb us there.'

      Until that point, I had not been seriously alarmed. Now I had a notion of what they intended. 'Take your hands off me!' I tried to shake myself free. 'Let me go!'

      'She's got spirit, this one.' Peter dragged me across the heather, with Simmy at his side, laughing high-pitched. 'I like a woman with spirit.'

      'Let me go!' I swung an open-handed slap at Peter, catching him across his mouth.

      Rather than obeying my command, Peter shook me again. 'You'll pay for that you little minx. By God, you will!'

      'Who'll pay for what?'

      My muir seemed crowded that day. I looked up at the new voice. The owner was a gentleman by his voice and appearance; a tall, long-faced man with his hair tied back in a neat queue under a silver-embossed tricorne hat. He stood on a small clump of heather, legs apart and hands on his hips, yet it was his eyes that attracted my immediate attention. You can tell a lot from a man's eyes. This gentleman's eyes were deep brown, fringed by lashes that any young woman would have been proud to own. At that minute they were focussed on me.

      That initial image will be with me always.

      'We found this woman snooping around, Captain Ferintosh.' Peter's suddenly humble voice reinforced my belief that the newcomer was a man of importance.

      Captain Ferintosh? This man was either a ship's captain or an officer in the army. How romantic!

      'Did you indeed?' Captain Ferintosh stepped down from his heather. He tapped Peter's arm with the cane he carried. 'Release her.'

      Peter obeyed at once.

      'Do you have a name, my Lady of Lammermuir?'

      'I have, Captain Ferintosh.' I dropped into a passable curtsey, given the circumstances. 'I am Mary Hepburn.' I said no more, for I did not think it altogether wise to release my address when rough men such as Peter and Simmy were within hearing. The less they knew of me, the better.

      'Miss Mary Hepburn.' My gallant captain met my curtsey with an elegant bow. 'I am glad to make your acquaintance, Miss Hepburn, although I would wish that the circumstances and company were somewhat better.' His smile revealed even white teeth.

      'I think your arrival was extremely fortuitous, sir,' I said.

      'You two.' Captain Ferintosh snapped at Peter and Simmy. 'Leave us!'

      Simmy and Peter stepped back at once. I swear that Peter looked nervous.

      I did not expect what happened next. Captain Ferintosh swung his cane, catching Peter a sound stroke across the shoulders. As Peter gasped, Captain Ferintosh pushed him backwards onto the heather. Simmy dodged the captain's next blow, unbalanced and fell face forward onto the ground. At once, Captain Ferintosh stepped forward, flicked up the tails of Simmy's coat and landed a smarting blow across Simmy's posterior.

      'That's what you deserve for maltreating a lady,' Captain Ferintosh said, adding another in the same place as Simmy yelped and tried to wriggle away.

      I could not describe my feelings as my gallant captain dealt so decisively with my erstwhile attackers. Surprise, undoubtedly, but also a measure of satisfaction as Captain Ferintosh landed a third stroke across Simmy's tight breeches before turning his attention to Peter. The two rogues retreated across the muir at some speed, with Captain Ferintosh administering his own brand of justice to help them on their way.

      'I am sorry you had to witness that,' Captain Ferintosh returned with his cane under his arm and his eyes alight. 'I was not the most edifying sight for a lady to see, and I can see that you are undoubtedly a lady of breeding.' His wink was as unexpected as his boyish grin. 'Although, Miss Hepburn, I must admit to some perverse pleasure in dealing so with such rogues.'

      'I shared your feelings, sir,' I tried to keep the laughter from my voice. I am sure Captain Ferintosh read it in my eyes. 'Thank you for rescuing me, Captain Ferintosh. It was worth my few moments of anxiety to witness such an entertaining sequel.'

      'The pleasure was entirely my own,' Captain Ferintosh said. 'It is not often that one comes across a damsel in distress, especially not such a beautiful damsel as you.'

      'I am anything but beautiful, sir,' I denied his words while simultaneously savouring them. Compliments were not frequent in the Hepburn household.

      'You are misinformed, Miss Hepburn,' Captain Ferintosh hesitated slightly. 'It is Miss Hepburn is it not? Or has some fortunate gentleman already captured your heart and you are a Mrs?'

      'It is Miss Hepburn,' I said. 'There is no gentleman, fortunate or otherwise.'

      'In that case,' Captain Ferintosh said, 'the gentlemen of East Lothian are sorely lacking in taste to allow such a charming lady as you to run free.' He bowed again.

      'Their laxity is my good fortune, for if you had already been married; your husband would undoubtedly keep you secure in your boudoir, thus denying me the pleasure of your company.'

      I stifled my smile and shook my head, quite enjoying this verbal exchange with such an eloquent gentleman. 'Sir, you have all the charm of a Frenchman, coupled with the boldness of a Crusading knight. The married lady's lack of freedom of which you speak persuades me not to seek a gentleman of my own.'

      Captain Ferintosh's eyes sparkled as he heard my response. 'For shame, Miss Hepburn. You surely would not deny a gentleman your company for such a small matter.'

      'Freedom is a noble thing, sir,' I tested the scholarship of this fascinating man.

      'So said John Barbour,' Captain Ferintosh passed my little examination, proving himself to be more than a charming smile. 'Do you value your noble freedom, Lady Mary?'

      I curtseyed in acknowledgement of this rapid promotion from Miss Hepburn to Lady Mary. 'I do, sir. I do like to walk abroad on the muir.'

      Captain Ferintosh swished his cane. 'I am sure that an understanding husband would allow such freedoms,' he said. 'But he might advise you to carry a pistol.'

      The suggestion was so unusual that for a moment I could not bring clever words to my mouth. 'Do women have such weapons, sir?'

      Captain Ferintosh's smile vanished. 'If you were my lady, Miss Hepburn, I would ensure you carried such a weapon. I would not wish you to walk abroad in such a dangerous place as this stretch of moorland.' His eyes crinkled at the corner. 'However, I can only dream of having that gratification.'

      I curtsied, not sure what to say although my mind was in a whirl. 'I have walked Lammermuir all my life, Captain, without danger until today.'

      'There, then,' Captain Ferintosh said. 'I am being overly cautious for your safety.'

      'I thank you for your concern, Captain.' I could not resist looking into his eyes. Those dark lashes were nearly feminine, yet he had already proved himself more than a match for two of the most disagreeable men I had ever met.

      'Do you wish to continue your walk on the moor?' Captain Ferintosh did not use the local pronunciation. 'If you have no objections to my company I will happily accompany you wherever you wish to go.' He swished his cane. 'I can assure you that these two unpleasant gentlemen will not bother you when I am here.'

      'I have no fears of my safety when I am in your company, Captain,' I said truthfully. I hesitated, torn between my desire to find out more about this man, and a realisation that it was growing late. Darkness fell early on the muir. I looked at Captain Ferintosh, wondering.

      'You are asking yourself if you are safe with a strange man up here in the heather,' Captain Ferintosh may have read my mind.

      'Am I safe?' I asked the direct question.

      'Your reputation may not be safe,' Captain Ferintosh said gently. 'If you are seen with me, tongues may wag and inferences made.' He shook his head. 'We both know how minds work; people will see us together and make up stories to fuel their imaginations. Before we know where we are, what begins as a rumour will be accepted as a fact and there!' He swung his cane again. 'In the popular mind your reputation is in tatters, and no decent gentleman will be seen near you.' He smiled. 'The loss is entirely theirs.'

      I laughed at his manner of speaking although I knew his observations were accurate. Or most of them. 'I am not sure if the gentlemen would rue the loss of my company.'

      'Then more fool them,' Captain Ferintosh said. 'Any man who would not seek your company does not deserve the title of man.'

      'You are too kind, sir.'

      'You do not allow yourself sufficient credit, Miss Hepburn.' Captain Ferintosh said. 'Now, have you decided? Shall I escort you across the heather? Or have you had sufficient excitement for one day.'

      I could not tell the captain that I wished more, much more, of his company. That would have been a most unladylike statement, however true. Instead, I sighed and looked upwards, where a wind dragged grey clouds across the sky like a servant drawing the curtains on the day.

      'I fear I must return home,' I said.

      'Then home is where you will return,' Captain Ferintosh bowed again. 'I shall escort you to a juncture that we both agree is safe.' His smile was as ready as ever. 'Do not fear, Miss Hepburn, 'I shall not allow anybody to see us together. Your reputation is as secure as your chastity.'

      I did not say that at that moment I did not give a tinker's cuss for my reputation. Indeed, if people did begin to talk, then dull John Aitken would have no interest in me. I would be free to pursue my own pursuits… I looked sideways at Captain Ferintosh. Now I had a new quest, once I gathered my thoughts into some logical sequence.

      'Thank you, Captain.' It felt strange to drop into a formal curtsey among knee-high heather, but everything about this meeting seemed queer. 'I live at Cauldneb, a few miles to the north on the fringe of the muir.'

      Captain Ferintosh lifted his eyebrows as if in surprise. 'Cauldneb?' He shook his head. 'You must be Mr Andrew Hepburn's daughter.'

      'I am all of that,' I agreed. 'Do you know my father, Captain? I feel sure he would have spoken of you.'

      'I know of your father, Miss Hepburn. We have never met.'

      'Then you must come home with me, Captain.' Suddenly I was wild to have my father meet this most interesting man. 'I will introduce you to each other. My father is the kindest man who ever lived, sir. You must like him. I will tell him that you saved me from these two…' I stopped, not sure if a lady should use the words that rushed to my lips.

      'These two?' Captain Hepburn was teasing me, I am sure. 'These two what, Miss Hepburn? These two scoundrels perhaps? Blackguards? Rogues? Sorners?'

      'Pick any of these terms sir,' I did not confess that I had a somewhat sterner name in mind. I was suddenly glad I had not spoken it.

      'I will pick scoundrel,' Captain Ferintosh said. 'It is a word that a lady can safely use. Even the daughter of Mr Andrew Hepburn of Cauldneb.'

      'I will tell Father that you saved me from these two scoundrels.' I swung my arm, imitating the captain's movements with his cane.

      Captain Ferintosh smiled. 'I am sure you would introduce me splendidly. However, I will leave you at the edge of your father's policies.'

      'I would like to introduce you,' I said. 'You did save me.'

      'Not today, Miss Hepburn.' Captain Ferintosh shook his head. 'I may meet your father some time.'

      I could not shake that man. I rather liked his stubbornness. I did not want a man who would bend to my every whim. A man should be strong as well as kind.

      What was I thinking? I had only met Captain Ferintosh once, in unique circumstances. He was not my man and never would be.

      We parted company at a five-barred gate at the dry-stane dyke that marked the southern boundary of father's policies. Within the dyke, all was farmed and secure. Without was the heather of the muir. I hesitated on the border, unsure on which side of the dyke I belonged; was I a Muir-woman or was I settled and secure?

      'Fare ye well,' Captain Ferintosh said.

      I faced him, looking directly into those marvellous eyes. I wanted to say, 'until we meet again,' but that would have been tempting fate. Not sure what to say, I curtseyed.

      'Thank you, Captain,' I managed at last.

      He nodded, turned and walked away. I watched him stride up the slope into the muir, hoping he would turn. Not until he was little more than a speck did he do so, raised his hand in salute and disappeared.
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      Only when I lay in bed did I realise that Simmy and Peter had immediately known Captain Ferintosh. That must mean the captain was famous in certain circles, if certainly not my own. I had not asked anything about the captain; I had not even asked which ship he commanded or which regiment he served in. Nor did I know why he happened to be on Lammermuir that day. There was so much about Captain Ferintosh that I did not know.

      I hugged myself as I remembered his dark eyes and the manner in which his mouth curled as he smiled. I recalled my feelings of satisfaction as Captain Ferintosh's cane curled around Simmy's rump; I had not known that side of me. It stirred something dark I knew I must explore, albeit within the private corners of my mind. There were other feelings too, which will keep to myself. I resolved to find out more about the mysterious Captain Ferintosh, such as why he had been so reluctant to meet my father.

      I knew the two of them would soon be the most amiable of companions, once I introduced them. I smiled as I thought of them discussing the latest developments in farming, or shooting pheasants or partridge in the fields. I had not asked Captain Ferintosh if he was a sportsman. I was sure he was; he had that rugged, outside look about him, yet without the heavy lumpishness that so many farmers have.

      Life had opened a new door for me, one that exposed a bright, exciting room into which I fully intended to step. I sighed as Mother's mention of John Aitken returned to the forefront of my mind. No, I told myself. I was not interested in staid John Aitken. I had another, much more interesting man in my life now, a dark, mysterious, romantic man who had already demonstrated his chivalry. I smiled, pulled my pillow close and allowed myself the most delicious thoughts that I certainly will not share on the pages of this journal.

      'Well, Mary,' Mother spoke across the width of the breakfast table next morning. Father did not speak. Father was alternately reading the newspaper and studying details of the court cases he would be dealing with today. I have not yet told you that my father was the local Justice of the Peace, dealing with the petty cases that crop up in every rural community.

      'Well, Mother,' I was not sure what else to say.

      'You are one day closer to meeting Mr John Aitken.' Mother never missed an opportunity to press her case. You will know the expression 'like a dog with a bone.' Mother was like that; if she had something in her mind she would speak about it endlessly until her victim; usually me or Father was too worn down by the constant verbal and emotional barrage to put up any more resistance.

      'Yes, Mother.' I countered Mother's assault by passive agreement. While my words said one thing, my mind was elsewhere, wondering how I could learn more about Captain Ferintosh.

      'Six cases,' Father mumbled, making notes on a pad with pen-and-ink. 'Some thief is stealing quality foodstuffs and clothing. I'll have to watch that.'

      'Once you meet him,' Mother ignored Father's semi-coherent muttering, 'you won't wish to meet anybody else.'

      'Yes, Mother,' I agreed, thinking about Captain Ferintosh's most amazing eyes.

      'Poaching and trespass,' Father trimmed the nib of his pen with a pen-knife. 'Some bold rascal has stolen a coach from Inveresk.'

      'You have similar tastes to this gentleman.' Mother continued. 'You can't say that about many young men, Mary. You are the most awkward child.'

      We had been through this conversation before. 'I am not a child, Mother,' I said.

      'Drunkenness,' Father added to his notes.

      'No, Mary, you are not a child,' Mother said. 'I am glad you finally realise that. You are a nearly of age to become a woman. It's high time you began to accept your responsibilities. You must take an interest in things outside your own immediate concern.'

      'Yes, Mother,' I remembered the speed with which Captain Ferintosh had acted and the manner in which those two scoundrels accepted his authority. I liked Captain Ferintosh's term: scoundrels. It sounded just right. I repeated it: scoundrels.

      'Scoundrels,' Father said.

      'Scoundrels, Father?' I interrupted Father's work. 'Who are these scoundrels?'

      'My word, Mary.' Father looked up. 'You must have been listening to your mother's advice after all. You are taking an interest in things outside your immediate concern.'

      I hid my surprise. I had thought that Father was too deep in his pending court cases to listen to anything that Mother prattled and here he was, aware of all that had been said. 'Yes, Father.'

      'I have half a dozen cases today,' Father explained. 'Four of them are small affairs of only local interest, simple trespass, poaching and drunkenness. The other two are for smuggling illicit whisky, a pair of scoundrels who were caught sneaking into Haddington with puncheons of raw peat reek.'

      Peat reek, you may wish to know, was our name for illicitly distilled whisky. 'Whatever happened to innocent until proven guilty, father?' I wondered if the whisky smugglers were the same two scoundrels I had encountered on the muir.

      Father looked up. 'These two were caught with the puncheons draped over the back of a pony. There is no doubt as to their guilt.'

      'What will happen to them?'

      For a moment, Father looked concerned. 'I can sentence them to jail, fine them or order them to a higher court. I won't decide until I hear all the evidence.'

      That was better; Father had not decided on the gallows' noose just yet.

      'These two are only petty criminals,' Father said. 'They might be young men led astray by the supposed glamour of smuggling, or family men who need some extra money to feed their families. If so I will be lenient. If I find they have a history of smuggling and law-breaking; if they are criminals by habit and reputation, then I will have to be stern.' He shook his head. 'I don't like sentencing men or women to long periods of imprisonment or worse.'

      I could not see Father as a hanging judge. 'Worse?'

      'I could sentence them to the stocks, the pillory, or even a whipping.' Father looked decidedly sorrowful. 'No, Mary, my position as a magistrate is one of terrible responsibility. I do not take my decisions lightly.' He looked away. 'If only I could catch the people at the top of the tree, the kings and queens rather than the pawns. Then I could end the whole thing.'

      I thought of a king of crime, imagining a Jonathan Wilde, Johnny Armstrong or Rob Roy MacGregor. There was undoubtedly an aura of romance about such men, despite, or perhaps because of, their lawless activities. Men of spirit seemed so much more interesting than the dull-but-worthy farmers who tilled the soil and took no risks year after year. 'Is there such a person as a king of crime?'

      Father put down his papers. 'Not as such,' he said. 'Perhaps in Edinburgh or London or some such place some people organise thieves to rob specific places, but out here the worst we have to contend with are the sorners, gypsies and whisky smugglers.' He sighed. 'They are bad enough in all conscience.'

      I have already spoken of the whisky smugglers, and we still have roving bands of gypsies, although not as many or as troublesome as they were back in my youth. Sorners are virtually unknown now. They were men and women outside the law who wandered from place to place causing trouble. Often moving in bands a dozen or a score strong they had been known to terrorise small villages or even take over lonely farm steadings. I had never seen a sorner and never wished to.

      'If there were such a person as a king of crime,' I wondered, 'what would you do?'

      'Your father would do whatever he thought best.' Mother could not stand listening to a conversation without putting in her tuppence worth. 'He would call out the army and hang the rogue.'

      'After a fair trial,' I said.

      'There would be no need for a trial for such a man,' Mother could be much bloodier than Father. If she were to be the local magistrate rather than Father, there would be no crime in the area, for the simple reason that she would have any culprit hanged even before he could plead guilty.

      'Surely that would be very autocratic,' I said.

      'This country needs a strong hand,' Mother said. 'We are far too lenient with the ragamuffins that infest the highways and byways.'

      When I thought of the two distillers who had attacked me, I could not suppress my shudder. Thank goodness for Captain Ferintosh. 'Maybe you are right.'

      Mother had not missed my reaction. That woman had eyes like a cat. 'That's not like you, Mary,' she said. 'You're normally more indulgent with law-breakers. What's changed?'

      'Oh, nothing.' If I mentioned the scoundrels, I would also have to talk about the captain. I was not yet ready to do that. I wished to hug his memory to me for some time yet. Captain Ferintosh was mine and mine alone.

      My attention wandered away from my mother's conversation. John Aitken indeed. I scoffed at the name. I had no need of a John Aitken, a name as plain as Mary Hepburn. I had Captain Ferintosh, a braw gallant, as the song goes, a man of style and authority, a man to whom excitement clung like mist to the heather. I imagined Captain Ferintosh on the quarterdeck of a fast smuggling lugger, or Captain Ferintosh in command of a King's ship, giving orders to defeat the French, or Captain Ferintosh in the brave scarlet of the Army, marching in front of a scarlet-coated company in some bloody European battlefield.

      'You're not normally so bloody,' Mother caught my thoughts as she interrupted my dreaming.

      'I've been listening to Father,' I said. 'He's quite right, you know, Mother. Some of these rogues are the most unpleasant of men.'

      Mother nodded, slowly. 'I am glad that you finally realise what an important job your father does.' I knew that she was wondering why I had changed my mind. The memory of Simmy and Peter was fresh. Only Captain Ferintosh could chase away the horror of that brief encounter. I hugged his image to my breast, wishing I had time to pursue my dreams. I could not do it here, at the breakfast table.

      'I will spend the morning within the walled garden,' I said.

      I felt mother's gaze on me. 'Think about Mr John Aitken,' she said.

      I had no intention of thinking of John Aitken. I had a far more interesting gentleman to occupy my thoughts.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      I did not see him until I had been working for quite some time. I looked up from the apple tree I had been pruning, and there he was.

      'Captain Ferintosh!' I did not try to hide my pleasure. 'How did you get in?'

      'Miss Hepburn.' Captain Ferintosh stepped clear of the shadows. 'I apologise for disturbing you in this manner.'

      'Oh, no,' I brushed the hair clear of my eyes. My hair always had a tendency to flop across my eyes, especially at the most awkward moments. 'There is no need to apologise, Captain Ferintosh.' I waited to see what he wanted.

      'I've been watching you all day,' Captain Ferintosh swept off his tricorne hat and made an elegant bow.

      'Oh?' I curtseyed as best I could. 'Why is that, pray?'

      'There is only one reason for a man to spend five hours watching a young lady,' Captain Ferintosh said.

      'And what may that be?' I raised my eyebrows, wishing that I was more presentable for the good Captain. I wondered what he had seen of me. What had I been doing that morning? Nothing embarrassing I hoped. I had been helping Mr Mitchell; that was perhaps not ladylike, but it was harmless.

      'To admire everything she does,' Captain Ferintosh said.

      I gestured to the garden. 'I was not doing anything special,' I said.

      'Everything you do is special to me.' My gallant Captain stepped closer, replacing his hat.

      'Why, thank you, sir.' Once again I was enchanted by those dark eyes with the long lashes.

      'I crave two favours of you,' Captain Ferintosh said. 'I know I have no right to ask.'

      'Ask anything,' I said, recklessly.

      'The first is the opportunity to see you again.'

      'That I will grant, gladly,' I said with a smile, as my heart beat faster. I was sure that Captain Ferintosh could see my agitation. 'If it can be arranged.'

      'I am aware of the rules of decorum,' Captain Ferintosh said. 'I will not compromise your respectability by having you being seen with me unchaperoned in a public place.'

      'It would be more scandalous to be caught in a private place with a strange man.' I said, wishing I had a fan to open and hide behind. Captain Ferintosh must have seen the flaming blush that crossed my face.

      'Am I so strange?' Captain Ferintosh asked.

      'That, sir, I will have to judge for myself,' I fenced with words. 'I certainly hope so, Captain. I have no desire to waste my time with a man who is as mundane as everybody else.'

      My captain bowed from the waist while still managing to hold my gaze. I could swear that he was laughing at me.

      'You said you had two favours,' I reminded. 'May I inquire about the nature of the second?'

      'I crave a kiss.' My bold captain told me.

      I had hoped for no less. 'A kiss, sir?' I widened my eyes in pretended shock. 'La! I am a lady. I do not part with my kisses lightly.'

      'I am glad to hear it,' Captain Ferintosh did not advance one single iota. I had hoped he would rush forward and sweep me off my feet, carry me into the shelter of the cabbage plants and…

      'One kiss only,' I ended my fantasy.

      'One kiss only.' Captain Ferintosh stepped forward. Placing a hand behind my head, he bent over me. His lips were softer than I had imagined as they touched mine, so lightly that they might have been the feathers of a bird. I responded, pressing back. I had never kissed a man before, except my father and sundry uncles and men who pretended to be uncles. I could feel the hammering of my heart and the harshness of my breathing, yet Captain Ferintosh was so gentle that I need not have been concerned.

      'There.' He stepped back, smiling.

      'There.' I stepped back with one hand to my throat. I stared at him, not sure what to say or do. It had been a kiss, but not the kiss I had expected. In my mind, kisses were full of passion, with a man's hands holding me tight and his lips pressed firmly against mine. Captain Ferintosh's kiss had not been like that. I wanted more.

      'Captain Ferintosh,' I said.

      'Yes?' His eyebrows rose. Again, I could have sworn that he was mocking me.

      'One kiss is not sufficient,' I said.

      'Are you asking for another?'

      'I am.'

      Captain Ferintosh stepped forward again. This time I knew what to expect and met his lips with my own. I pressed harder than before and slipped my hands around him. You would be right to think me shameless for I felt no shame at all. That man utterly captivated me in ways I still cannot describe. Even now I can feel his hard, lean body as I pulled it closer to me. Even now I can relive the rich aroma of his tobacco.

      His hands crept around my shoulders and my waist. Suddenly I was not quite so sure of myself. Captain Ferintosh was now very much in control. His second kiss was as different from his first as a hawk is from a sparrow. His strength was immense, his hands hard as they supported me. I felt lost within his grasp.

      When he released me, I was gasping for breath. I did not wish his hands to leave me. I did not wish him to be anywhere but with me.

      'Captain Ferintosh!' I could say no more. My throat had closed up. I was trembling. My breathing was ragged. In short, I was a physical and emotional wreck.

      'And now, my Lady Mary,' Captain Ferintosh gave a great sweeping bow. 'I must leave you. If you could make your way to Haddington for ten forenoon this next market day, I shall meet you there.'

      'People will see us,' I said the first words to come into my head.

      'Is that so bad?' Captain Ferintosh asked. 'I would be proud to be seen with you. Would you be ashamed to be seen in my company?'

      'No, no,' I struggled to make myself understood. 'I do not mean that at all, Captain. I mean…' I was not sure what I meant. 'My father and mother would come to hear of it. People talk.'

      'People do talk,' Captain Ferintosh agreed. 'We will not do anything indecorous.'

      I took a deep breath. 'My parents have a man in mind for me. A Mr John Aitken. They would not be pleased to hear of me in the company of another, particularly such a gallant and handsome fellow as you.' There: it was said.

      Captain Ferintosh took a single step backwards into the shadow of the trees. 'I thank you for your high opinion of me, Lady Mary, and for your honesty.'

      I waited for his words of condemnation, for his rejection of such an undutiful daughter as I was proving myself. They did not come.

      'Do you have strong feelings for Mr John Aitken?'

      I had not expected that question. 'I have never met the gentleman,' I admitted.

      'Do you wish to?'

      I pondered that. 'Having met Captain Ferintosh, I have no real desire to meet any other gentleman, who would be inferior, I am sure.'

      Captain Ferintosh smiled. 'You are a very forthright woman, my Lady Mary.'

      'I speak only the truth, sir. I was brought up never to tell a lie, and I am resolved never to do so.' If only I had known then how soon it would be before I came the most accomplished of liars, in deeds if not in words.

      'I presume that your parents are hoping for an advantageous marriage with this Mr John Aitken fellow?'

      'I presume that is the case,' I said.

      'Your father, Mr Andrew Hepburn, is the local JP is he not?'

      'That is correct,' I said.

      'He is a most respectable man.' Captain Ferintosh glanced toward the house. The walled garden was so situated that it caught the best of the sun, while the walls retained the heat and bounced it back to the plants. With the house being some distance away, we were as safe from observation within the garden as we would be anywhere on my father's lands, unless the gardener appeared.

      'My father is the best of men,' I agreed.

      'Do you still think him the best of men despite his attempting you into matrimony with an unknown John Aitken?'

      'That is one of his little foibles,' I said. 'I am sure he has the best of intentions.' I was not happy with Father, but I would not be disloyal to him.

      'It is a very strange foible,' Captain Ferintosh shook his head. 'I do not approve of such things. I think every woman and every man should be free to choose their own path to love, whether that path is conventional or not. Don't you agree, Miss Hepburn?'

      'I do agree,' I said. Caught up in the magic of his smile, I would have agreed to virtually anything Captain Ferintosh said.

      'Freedom is a noble thing,' Captain Ferintosh repeated my earlier words. 'The freedom to choose, the freedom to live one's life without petty restrictions, the freedom to say what one wants and live with whomever one pleases.' I swear that the captain's eyes were glowing as he spoke.

      He certainly convinced me. 'I am a great believer in freedom.'

      'Strike off your bonds,' Captain Ferintosh said. 'Meet me at the Mercat Cross in Haddington at ten forenoon.' Bending forward, he kissed me a third time, as if to seal the bargain. 'I promise I will do nothing untoward, Miss Hepburn, and nobody of consequence will even glimpse us together.'

      Before I could answer, Captain Ferintosh had stepped back. I did not see him leave the walled garden yet when Mr Mitchell wandered in, pushing a squeaking wheelbarrow, the place was deserted.
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      It is never easy for a young woman to travel alone. There are so many restrictions, whether or not she intends to meet a man of whom her parents would be unlikely to approve. In such situations, one must resort to subterfuge, if not downright lies. Now, I am no great believer in falsehoods of any kind, but I was so enamoured with Captain Ferintosh that I spun a web of fabrication purely to see him again. I wonder how many young women, or young men, have not done similar when courting?

      I was fortunate that I had a most particular friend in Catherine Brown. Catherine was the daughter of Archibald Brown of Laverockhill, a most respectable farmer who Father knew well. Catherine was a brown-haired, brown-eyed woman of my own age and the most amiable disposition it was possible to imagine. That very afternoon, I sent a servant with a note to Catherine; she returned the favour before evening, and after a flurry of note-exchanging that must have exhausted the servants, I had the arrangements in place.

      'I would like to visit Haddington Market,' I said, quite truthfully, to Father as we sat to our evening meal.

      'Why?' Mother was instantly suspicious.

      'I have a particular friend who asked me to go there.' I said, still truthfully.

      'Archie Brown told me that Catherine expressed a similar interest,' Father smiled over his legal papers. 'I wonder if she could be your particular friend.'

      I felt Mother's relief.

      'She has been my particular friend for many years,' I agreed. So you see, I did not tell a single lie but acted a complete falsehood.

      'Take Coffee,' Mother said, referring to her horse, which happened to be a favourite of mine.

      'Thank you, Mother,' I dropped into an unnecessary curtsey.

      'There is little enough for young girls to do in the country,' Mother continued. 'A trip to the market is as harmless a diversion as one can imagine.'

      'When you are there,' Father looked up briefly from his papers. 'Check the prices for wheat and barley would you?'

      That was all that was said, except the expected warnings to be careful and keep together.

      I will not bore you with details of our ride across country to Haddington. Suffice to say that Catherine was wild with excitement to hear my reasons. I had known Catherine all my life, and we trusted each other with our most intimate secrets. I told her about Captain Ferintosh, leaving nothing unsaid. I may possibly have exaggerated some aspects a little. Not much, just sufficient to titillate and tease poor Catherine, leaving her in a state of agitated suspense.

      'You are a bad woman,' Catherine spoke with the sort of heat that only envy can produce.

      'I know.' I said. 'What will you do when I am with the captain?'

      'I will sit in the coffee house,' Catherine said. 'I will drink coffee by myself and mourn the absence of my most particular friend, who prefers the company of a stranger to mine.'

      'Good,' I knew that Catherine was teasing. 'That means you will sit in a coffee shop hoping to be admired by only the most handsome of men.'

      We laughed together as only old friends can. I salved my conscience by telling myself that Catherine had a hundred cousins all across East Lothian including three in Haddington. She would never want for company.

      I had never felt such excitement as I waited for Captain Ferintosh. The market at Haddington was busy with farmers selling and buying cattle, farm labourers lounging, drinking, wenching or chatting, and scores of beasts, carts and children creating mayhem. Catherine stood nearby, eager for a sight of the gallant captain. When I tried to wave her away, she merely waved back, the minx.

      'My Lady Mary.'

      Again, I did not see Captain Ferintosh appear. One moment I was searching for him amidst the surging tide of farming humanity, the next he was at my side, resplendent in a blue cutaway coat above a buff waistcoat, with skin-tight breeches that left little to my imagination. The weak sun glittered on the gold braid that adorned his tricorne cat.

      'You are dressed for a city ball,' I looked down at my own, more practical, or perhaps more mundane, appearance. 'I look dowdy in comparison.'

      'You could wear rags and still outshine King Louis of France and all the court of Versailles,' Captain Ferintosh gave a sweeping bow that attracted the attention of some half-dozen women.

      'Have you been to France?' I was determined to find out all that I could about my captain. 'You never talk about yourself, Captain Ferintosh.'

      'I have been to France,' Captain Ferintosh said. 'It is not what you expect.' He lowered his voice conspiratorially. 'It was raining,' he said, 'and full of Frenchmen.'

      The captain took my arm and guided me away from the ancient Mercat Cross. Fortunately, it was a dry day, or we would both be spattered with mud from the farm carts, even as it was we had to walk circumspectly to avoid what the animals left behind.

      'Where are you taking me?' I looked around for Catherine, who waved again. 'You are certainly not dressed to spend time in Haddington Market.'

      'You are correct,' Captain Ferintosh said. 'I told you that I would not damage your respectability, I have a carriage with me. Where would you like to go?'

      I was not sure. 'Somewhere romantic,' I said without thought. 'My horse is in the stables.'

      'Coffee will be safe there.' Trust the captain to know the name of my horse. 'And Catherine Brown of Laverockhill will be equally safe without you.' He lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. 'I have instructed one of my men to watch over her.'

      That sounded immensely thrilling. I felt a shiver of delight run down my spine. 'One of your men? Do you mean one of the crew from your ship, Captain?'

      'I mean you should not worry about your friend,' Captain Ferintosh said. 'She is as safe as if she was at home. She will also find a sovereign soon…'

      I turned to watch Mary and, sure enough, she bent over to pick up something from the ground. She held the golden coin, looking bemused as Captain Ferintosh smiled and twirled his cane. 'There now. Catherine can eat and drink like a queen today. You need not think of her again.'

      'You are a kind and generous man,' I said. I wondered if Catherine would enjoy the company of a strange man, or if she would find one of her cousins.

      'Others may not agree,' Captain Ferintosh said. 'Now, what kind of romantic destination would you like?'

      I had recently read Walpole's The Castle of Otranto, and Reeve's The Old English Baron, so my taste was leaning toward gothic romance. 'Take me to a castle,' I said, thinking of the fairy-tale castles of the Rhine or the recently-mentioned King of France's palace of Versailles.

      If you know East Lothian, you will know that it is a county steeped in history. We have battle sites galore, from Dunbar where Edward Longshanks of England smashed the Scottish chivalry to Prestonpans where Bonnie Charles Stewart scattered the redcoats and Johnnie Cope was first to carry news of his own defeat to anxious Hanoverians. We have places such as Athelstaneford where the Scottish Saltire appeared in the sky to inspire a patriot army to defeat the invading Angles and Traprain Law where old Lot of Lothian had his capital. We also have a plethora of castles. As a small selection, there is Dunbar, where Black Agnes withstood a siege, Dirleton with its bowling green and courtyard and Tantallon, my particular favourite. 'Ding doon Tantallon,' goes the rhyme, 'build a bridge to the Bass,' which were two things thought of as impossible in the old days. Well, Tantallon has been well dinged doon, leaving the most romantic of ruins.

      'Take me to Tantallon,' I said.

      'Tantallon it is.' Captain Ferintosh assented.

      I did not know what to expect when the captain told me he had his own carriage, but certainly nothing as luxurious as the chariot to which he led me. If the captain's clothes were opulent, then his carriage was undoubtedly regal.

      Gilded in gold, the dark body had its own coat of arms and a pair of matching chocolate-brown stallions. There was even a coachman in matching green and yellow.

      'Who are you, Captain?' I asked in some awe. 'Am I in the presence of royalty?'

      'Nothing so exalted,' Captain Ferintosh said.

      'A duke, perhaps?'

      'Not even a duke,' Captain Ferintosh shook his head. The coachman jumped from his perch to open the door and let down the step for us both. He was a handsome enough fellow as well in his tight breeches.

      'An earl?' I worked my way down the social scale step by step.

      'Not even close,' Captain Ferintosh lent me his arm to clamber inside the coach. The interior was of rich, soft green leather with a rug on the floor in place of the usual straw.

      'A lord then?' I sank into the cushioned seat and took hold of the leather strap that a careful designer had provided to ensure passengers were not knocked all a-tumble when the coach rounded sharp corners.

      'Not a lord nor a knight nor even a baron,' Captain Ferintosh slid opposite me, grinning. 'I have no title except Captain and no noble line of any sort.'

      'Oh.' I am not sure if I was disappointed or not. You will know that in my day, many young women aspired to marry a title. The daughters of rich manufacturers or merchants polished their education in finishing schools and sallied forth to balls and gatherings in the hope of meeting a member of the social elite. Penniless lords obtained a fortune in exchange for a wedding ring, and merchant's daughters found social acceptance for themselves and their children merely by warming the bed of their titled husband. Love was not always expected. What happened outside the confines of the marriage was nobody's business as long as it was kept quiet. Nobody wanted a scandal of course, so wives turned a blind eye to the amorous affairs of their husbands and presumed that their husbands would allow them to live their own physical lives once the duty of producing an heir or two had been successfully negotiated.

      I did not wish such a false, hollow life. That is why I broke my mother's cardinal rule of stepping into the carriage of a man I barely knew. I sought romance in my life as well as a comfortable marriage, and in my book, both should be tied in the same man. Call me an idealist if you wish, but that was my dream, and with Captain Ferintosh, both seemed possible. Was I taking a chance? Yes. Was I aware of the risks and the ruination of my reputation and life? Yes, but youth is eternally optimistic. The evil that befalls others will never befall us, or so we believe.

      'Now tell me, Lady Mary,' Captain Ferintosh said. 'If you saw me in this carriage, 'would you think I was the scion of a noble house?' He smiled at me across the interior of the carriage. 'You are a gentlewoman born and bred. What would you believe?'

      'What a strange question,' I said. 'I don't believe I've ever been asked anything so queer in my life before.'

      'Well, Lady Mary?'

      I sat back, smiling as I considered Captain Ferintosh. 'I think you are the most perfect gentleman,' I said. 'I only wonder why you were walking across Lammermuir dressed like a gentleman at large in the city.'

      'I will settle for the most perfect gentleman,' Captain Ferintosh glanced out of the window. 'Do recognise where we are?'

      'I have lived in East Lothian all my life,' I said. 'I know we are on the road between Haddington and North Berwick.'

      'Do you know the people as well?' Captain Ferintosh's gaze never left my face. 'I suppose you will. Your father is an important man.'

      'I know the local farmers,' I said. 'I know some of the lairds and gentry.'

      'Who would you say is the most important landowner in your corner of the county?' Captain Ferintosh leaned back. 'There now, Lady Mary; there is a quiz for you.'

      I pondered for a moment. 'There is no major landowner,' I said. 'Many are tenants of the Duke of Buccleuch, who lives at Dalkeith Palace and not in East Lothian. Others have a couple of hundred acres, like my father.'

      'Is there not a lord or an earl in the area?'

      'There is Lady Emily Hume,' I said. 'Lady Emily of Huntlaw House is the closest we have to a great landowner.'

      'That's the lady,' Captain Ferintosh said. 'I have heard she is a bit of a recluse.'

      'She is,' I said. 'I don't think anybody has met her face-to-face for years.'

      Captain Ferintosh seemed satisfied with that information. 'Here we are at the castle,' he said. 'Come on, Lady Mary.'

      I said that Tantallon was my favourite of all East Lothian's Castles, and with reason. Set on the coast, it commands the most spectacular views over the Firth of Forth, with the great white lump of the Bass Rock and the distant Isle of May.

      Captain Ferintosh dismounted and gave his hand to help me out before ordering the driver to open the boot and bring out what was inside.

      'May I help?' I asked.

      'Absolutely not,' Captain Ferintosh said. 'Pray allow us to prepare things.'

      Somehow the captain's man had managed to fold up a chair in the boot, which he now produced for me. I sat there in state, like the Queen of France, or is it the Empress of France nowadays? Or are they reduced to a republic again? I do find the constant changes of these Continental potentates so tiresome, as must you. Why don't they make their minds up for one thing or another? It makes little difference to ordinary people. We pay our taxes and grumble at how bad things are compared to our younger days. As far as I can see, one ruler is every bit as useless as another although our present young queen seems to be an exception.

      As it sat there, watching the men work, seagulls wheeled and circled around the great red walls of Tantallon. I thought of the old days when the Douglases controlled this castle and Scots and English and kings and nobles fought for control. All done with now and we're all friends together and nobody one whit the better for all the raw blood spilt.

      'Are you ready, Lady Mary?' Captain Ferintosh lent me his arm.

      I had never seen anything quite like the spread Captain Ferintosh had prepared. He and his man had worked wonders to erect a table and two chairs, although where they had secreted it away on the coach, I could not begin to guess. A crisp white tablecloth covered the table, with all sorts of delicacies set on bone china tableware that would put the royal household to shame.

      'Wherever did you find so many rarities?' I asked. I could not even name the exotic fruits and meats that covered the table.

      'For you, my Lady, 'Captain Ferintosh pulled out my chair with a flourish. 'I have travelled the world.'

      We started with some bubbling French champagne, which was like drinking frothy water, although I did not tell Captain Ferintosh that for fear of hurting his feelings. I could not tell you what we ate and drank that day, only that the captain treated me like a queen. Perhaps I am the last person to be banqueted at Tantallon Castle. I do not know. I do know that Captain Ferintosh acted like a perfect host as well as a perfect gentleman.

      Once we had dined, the captain ordered his man to clear everything away while he took me on a perambulation around the ancient walls. Or rather wall, for Tantallon is a strange sort of castle. It is built on a promontory, with cliffs descending to the sea on three sides and a massive curtain wall on the landward face. I presume that there were walls on the seaward sides at one time, but if so, nothing much now remains.

      'Do you like your domain, Lady Mary?' Captain Ferintosh took my arm in the crook of his elbow.

      After the champagne and claret, I felt as if I was floating on air. 'I like it a great deal.'

      We halted at the edge of the cliff, with the great breakers crashing on the beach below. 'I wish to ask you another strange question, my Lady. Are you ready?'

      'Ask anything you wish, Captain.' I was happy to lean against him in the strong wind. I wondered what my mother would say if she saw me now, being wined, dined and wooed by such a gallant gentleman.

      'I know you are from a respectable background,' Captain Ferintosh seemed to be sounding me out again. I wondered if he was ascertaining if I was suitable marriage material for a man of his standing. I hid my smile; my mother could keep her plain John Aitken.

      'Yes,' I agreed, waiting for the captain's next words.

      'Is your father also rich?'

      Well, that was blatant. 'In other words, do I come with a dowry?' The words left my mouth before I could stop them.

      'No, my Lady,' Fortunately, Captain Ferintosh did not take offence. 'If our friendship developed to the extent that I considered matrimony, I would not need a dowry. I am, let us say, a man of independent means.'

      'Oh,' I felt very foolish. 'Then pray, why do you ask?'

      The captain smiled. 'You are a young lady of exquisite manners and considerable decorum, Lady Mary. Normally wealth alone brings such poise. I was attempting to ascertain if, in your case, it was natural.'

      I laughed. 'My father is not a wealthy man, Captain. The farm pays its way with little margin or leeway.'

      'In that case,' Captain Ferintosh bowed, 'your poise is entirely natural and all the more commendable for that.'

      'And you, sir?' I tried to steer the conversation away from me and onto a more interesting subject. 'You still have neglected to tell me your name, or where you are from.'

      'I am a child of the world,' Captain Ferintosh twirled his cane, 'and I have many names.'

      Well, that may be very romantic, but it did not help me in the slightest. 'I cannot continue to call you Captain,' I said, rather too hotly. 'You must have a given name.'

      'Will Captain not be sufficient for now?'

      'No,' I said. 'I feel as if you don't trust me.' I pulled away from his hand. Oh, I was quite prepared to have him leave me there, stranded at Tantallon, miles from home. I could walk to North Berwick, hire a post-chaise and find my way to Coffee at Haddington. I was not quite as green as I acted.

      'My kindly parents named me Edmund,' Captain Ferintosh said. 'There now, can you blame me for hiding my name? Edmund Ferintosh.' He bowed. 'At your service.'

      That was more like it. 'Edmund Ferintosh. There is nothing wrong with your name; nothing at all.' It was unusual, and all the better for that.

      Captain Ferintosh shook his head. 'There is nothing wrong with my name until you have to live with it. Edmund Ferintosh is a bit of a mouthful.' Retaking my arm, he led me back to the coach. 'Could you imagine it, Lady Mary, Mrs Edmund Ferintosh? How would you like it, then?'

      The breath caught in my throat at the name. Mrs Edmund Ferintosh. 'It is a fine name,' I said. Had that been a marriage proposal? Was the captain asking me to marry him in a uniquely oblique manner? Was this entire day been to prepare me for that question? My heart hammered within my chest as I wondered. Was I ready for marriage? Was I prepared to marry this bold, mysterious gallant man with all his finery? These questions filled my mind as we travelled back to Haddington.

      'You are very quiet.' Captain Ferintosh said as we pulled up outside the stables.

      'I have a lot on my mind,' I left the chariot in a flurry of skirts.

      'Have you enjoyed your day?' Captain Ferintosh asked. I wondered if he would kiss me farewell in front of half of Haddington. I hoped not; the day was now drawing toward evening, the light was fading, and some of the more rowdy elements of the town were making their presence heard.

      'I have enjoyed my day,' I did not forget to curtsey. 'I thank you for your hospitality, Captain.' I lowered my voice. 'Or Edmund, rather.'

      'I do prefer Captain. I dislike that Edmund name intensely.'

      We had that in common then. 'Captain Ferintosh it is.' I put a hand on his sleeve. 'Thank you for letting me into your confidence, Captain.' I hesitated, not sure what to say.

      Thankfully Captain Ferintosh spared me the trouble. 'I know I can trust you, Lady Mary. There are very few people I can say that about. I can trust you with my name.'

      I can trust you with my name. Was that another insinuation? Was the captain again hinting at me becoming Mrs Ferintosh?

      Before I had time to reply, Captain Ferintosh lifted his hand in farewell. The driver whipped up, and the coach jolted away. I watched until it was clear of the market.

      Mrs Captain Edmund Ferintosh. The name echoed inside my head. I thought of a lifetime of luxurious coaches and sumptuous meals in romantic locations. Mrs Edmund Ferintosh: was such a thing possible?

      'Well now,' I had not seen Catherine lingering in the shadow of the Cross. 'That's a fancy chariot for a man you are going to tell me all about.'

      'His name is Captain Ferintosh,' I said.

      'And?' Catherine raised her eyebrows. 'You already told me that much.'

      I attempted a mysterious smile, as women do in all the best romantic novels.

      'You're not going to say any more, are you?' Catherine said. 'You are the most infuriating of women, Mary Hepburn.'

      'Thank you,' I mocked her with a curtsey.

      'Come on now, Mary,' Catherine said. 'We'd better get back before full dark.'

      The entire ride home, I thought about Captain Ferintosh's words, trying to work out what he had been trying to tell me. He could have been hinting at a future marriage proposal, or he might not. Now I had another dilemma. There was a very amiable man requesting my hand in marriage, while my mother had quite another gentleman in mind for me. Now, despite my youth and apparent naivety, I was sensible enough to realise that Captain Edmund Ferintosh was not all he seemed. Charming gentlemen in beautiful clothes did not habitually enjoy a stroll across boggy muirland; nor did men assume the title of captain unless they had either commanded a ship or had military experience. My captain's hands were too soft for any seaman who worked with tarry ropes, while he had not shown any inclination to discuss military matters. Captain Ferintosh was a rogue, albeit a very amiable rogue.

      I liked him. I liked him a lot. I thought about him every day. I tried not to think about Mr John Aitken. When I did, I had the most horrible palpitations. If I were a horse, I would say that I broke out in a cold sweat. As I was a lady, I will say I glowed. Profusely.

      Three days later, my situation altered again, quite dramatically.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 5


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      I had never seen Father look so serious. He took the pistol from the drawer in which it had resided for many months, laid it on the table in front of him and began to clean it. I watched with some apprehension.

      'Father, what are you doing?'

      He looked up. 'Cleaning my pistol,' his smile was forced. 'Don't look so worried, Mary. It's only a precaution. I doubt I'll need it.'

      'Father,' I asked. 'Where are you going? Why are you taking a gun? You never carry a gun.'

      'Hold that will you?' Father asked. 'It's not easy loading with only one hand.'

      I held the heavy, old-fashioned pistol as he loaded it, tamping down the powder and rolling in the ball before ramming down the wad to keep it secure.

      'Do you remember these whisky smugglers I had before me on the bench the other day?'

      'Yes; the scoundrels.'

      'That's the ones.' Father looked surprised that I had remembered any details of his work. 'I questioned them before the trial to see if I could learn any more about their operations. They asked if I would give them a lighter sentence if they told me the location of their leader.'

      'Did you allow such a thing?' I wondered.

      'I did,' Father said. 'I am now going to arrest their leader.'

      'Can you trust them, father? Will the scoundrels tell the truth?'

      'If they mislead me,' Father had never sounded grimmer. 'They will regret it, I assure you.'

      I held up the pistol. It was heavier than I expected. 'Will it be dangerous?'

      Father took the pistol from me. He placed it on the table, where it lay, sinister, a reminder of the ugly side of life outside the confines of Cauldneb. 'Do you remember our conversation about a king of crime?'

      I nodded, wordless.

      'If this man is who I hope he is.' Father said, 'he may be in that category.'

      'Father!' I did not want to point out the obvious.

      'I know,' Father said. 'I only have one arm.' This time his smile looked more genuine. 'I am not going alone, Mary.'

      I tried to smile. 'I should hope not, Father.'

      'I have sent word to all our neighbours.' Father said. 'East Lothian is about to become lively.'

      The first man arrived at Cauldneb half an hour later. James Flockhart came as if he was going to fight the French, with a pair of horse pistols at his saddle as well as a fowling piece strapped across his back. A rangy man in his thirties, Mr Flockhart was also a dedicated sportsman who knew how to handle his firearms. Elliot of Muirhead was next, a hard-faced man with a single pistol, followed by a middle-aged, balding man I did not know.

      'Who is that?' I asked.

      'That's Mr John Aitken of Tyneford,' Mother said.

      I felt as if somebody had thrown a bucket of cold water over me. 'Mr John Aitken?' I studied the man that my loving parents thought would be a suitable match for me. He was of middle height, gasped as he rode and sat his saddle like a sack of potatoes. This ageing dotard was the fellow my mother said shared my tastes. When I compared John Aitken to Captain Ferintosh, I thought how wrong my parents were. While the captain was vigorous, handsome, dashing and decidedly romantic, Mr John Aitken was none of these things. Appalled, I looked away and shook my head.

      Dear Heavens, Mother. Do you honestly believe that I could even be friends with an old man like that? Captain Ferintosh looked ever more appealing.

      'What's to do?' I tried desperately to force my mind onto other matters. 'Why is everybody carrying guns? Is this fellow the leader of a band of desperadoes like the Hawkshurst Gang?' The Hawkshurst gang had been a bunch of murderous rogues who had created mayhem in southern England. We did not have their like in Scotland.

      'We hope not.' Father checked the priming of his pistol before tucking it away in a holster. His smile was intended to reassure me. I refused to be comforted.

      'If he is,' John Aitken's voice was like a rusty hinge, creaking as he spoke. 'If he is, we'll lay him by the heels and drag him back at the tail of a horse.'

      James Flockhart looked at me, steady-eyed. 'Now, don't you fret, Miss Hepburn. We'll catch the rogue and keep him safe and sound. We know the area better than anybody living.'

      I felt my heart flutter inside me. 'Thank you, Mr Flockhart. Father; take care. Don't be taking any chances.'

      'I won't.' Father said.

      'Your father knows what he's doing.' Mother looked as calm as if her husband was merely riding to market rather than venturing on some quasi-military expedition. She was at her best at times like this; bless her rock-solid devotion to what was right and proper.

      'What can I do to help?' I looked around, feeling helpless.

      'There are some men still missing,' Mother said at once. 'They've probably got lost coming here. See if you can find them.'

      That was definite and precise. I had the stable lad saddle Coffee, mounted her and trotted out of Cauldneb's policies to find the missing riders. It was not the most important of tasks, but one that kept me occupied rather than worrying about Father and, incidentally, thinking about Mr John Aitken, who I already viewed as a horrible old man.

      'It's that way, I say!'

      'No! You're wrong. That's Cauldneb up there.'

      'We've already passed it.'

      I heard the argument only five minutes after I left our grounds. The three men all pointed in different directions, with only one indicating the path to Cauldneb.

      'Good morning gentlemen,' I interrupted their discussion. 'Are you looking for Mr Hepburn's property?'

      'We are.' The man who had been correct was first to speak. He was a slightly dishevelled, dark-haired fellow with a ready smile.

      'In that case, gentlemen, if you would care to follow me, I will lead you right there.'

      'Wait now,' a blond-haired young gallant pulled his horse beside Coffee. His name was George Aberdare, and I had known him all my life. 'Wait, I said. We are gentlemen. Do we jump when a woman tells us to?'

      'Only when she is correct, George,' the dishevelled man said.

      'I don't think she is correct, Colligere,'

      I sighed. 'Listen, gentlemen. I am heading back to Cauldneb. If you choose to follow me, you will be going the right way.' Turning Coffee around, I headed home. I had no patience with stupid men, and George Aberdare was just that. I heard the sound of only two horses behind me.

      'Most people call me Alexander,' the dishevelled one introduced himself with a short bow from the saddle. 'How de do.'

      'Mary Hepburn,' I bobbed as best I could.

      'His name is Alexander Colligere,' the second man tapped his head with a long forefinger and pointed to Alexander. He lowered his voice to a very audible whisper. 'He's a bit lacking, don't you know?'

      I looked at Alexander Colligere, expecting some retaliation. Instead, he smiled and looked away. A bit shy then, I thought.

      'You must be Mr Andrew Aitken's daughter,' the second man said. 'I'm Wattie Ormiston.'

      'How do you do, Mr Ormiston,' I was not sure if I liked him after his barbed introduction of Alexander Colligere.

      George Aberdare galloped up behind us a moment later. 'This is the right way, after all, hang it.' He gave me a broad grin. 'Halloa, Mary I did not recognise you there.'

      'Good morning, George.' Only George could ride past a gate he had entered through at least a score of times. I allowed him to follow behind us without any more ado. Anybody who was so stupid deserved no more attention from me. I will try not to mention George Aberdare again.

      Mr Ormiston rode at my side, with Mr Colligere lagging behind.

      'Are you all right, Mr Colligere?' I asked. I felt sorry for the fellow if Mr Ormiston and the stupid Aberdare were the best companions he had. There! I promised to try not to mention Aberdare again, and I have done so. Promises are such fragile things.

      'Yes, thank you,' Mr Colligere said. 'You have some magnificent trees in your policies.'

      'Thank you, Mr Colligere. My father is rather proud of them.' I warmed a little to Mr Colligere. Any man who appreciated trees must have a good streak in him, even if he was, in Mr Ormiston's words 'a bit lacking.'

      I left Mr Colligere to admire the trees while I ushered the others into the withdrawing room, where Mother and Jeannie, our housekeeper, were busy fortifying them with food for the day ahead. Men need to be fed at all times, Mother often informed me, and ensured that she was at the forefront in the feeding process. Cook must have been busy that day. The withdrawing room was equally busy with all the men discussing their plans while Father moved around, everybody's friend although very much in charge.

      'Who are they pursuing, Mother? It must surely be the King of France, or the Young Pretender returned from the dead or some such villain.' Charles Edward Stuart had won one of his victories at nearby Prestonpans, so he had been an ogre of our childhood, although the Jacobite threat passed decades before.

      'It must surely be a great rogue,' Mother agreed. I could see the worry in her eyes beneath the smile of the hostess. 'Father does not discuss such things with me.'

      That was the other side of Father, you see. Legal business was man's work. Women were excluded. It was the way of the world and still is in many households. I resolved that when and if I were married, my husband would not exclude me from that critical part of his life. That resolution edged my mind back to thoughts of John Aitken and Captain Ferintosh. My excitement at seeing such a great host in Cauldneb dissipated. I looked surreptitiously at John Aitken, with the candlelight reflecting from his balding head.

      Oh Dear Lord. Am I to be married to that?

      I listened as his rusty-gate voice creaked across the room, shuddered and wished that Captain Ferintosh had driven me to his non-existent ship yesterday and sailed away to the Americas, or Hindustan or some other wondrous place of colour and excitement.

      'Go and serve our guests,' Mother urged. 'I see that Mr Aitken has joined us.' Well, she already knew that! Mother lowered her voice. 'Pay particular attention to him, Mary. Try and make a good impression.' She dropped her voice to a whisper. 'Do try to keep control of your temper!'

      'Yes, Mother.' I drifted back to the guests, bobbed in a curtsey to Mr Colligere, who had managed to tear his attention from our trees, and ignored Mr Aitken as if he carried the plague. Mr Ormiston was paying his respects to a tray of Jeannie's cakes.

      'These are devilishly good,' Mr Ormiston said. 'I must ask your cook for the recipe. My wife has an astounding love of sweet things.'

      'I rather like the sound of your wife, Mr Ormiston,' I said, hoping that he was less acid-tongued with her than he had been with poor Mr Colligere.

      'What the devil!' I turned at the shout and crash to see two men sprawled on the floor. John Aitken and Alexander Colligere had somehow managed to bump into each other, unbalancing both. Mr Aitken lay on his face, blaspheming fit to frighten the French, while Mr Colligere was laughing as if life was a great joke. I have to forgive myself for hoping that Mr Aitken was hurt. Ignoring him, I lifted my skirts and crouched beside Mr Colligere.

      'Are you all right, sir? I trust that you are uninjured.'

      'Right as the day is long,' Mr Colligere said. He stood up without my help. 'It was only a tumble.'

      'You careless young snipe!' John Aitken had his own dash of temper, I noticed. Well, he had better not try to unleash it on me, or he'll find he has gripped the devil by the tail. 'What the devil do you think you were doing? By God, I've a mind to…'

      'Are you injured, Mr Aitken?' Mother cut off his blustering rhetoric with practised words while the other men watched and grinned, thinking the entire affair a colossal joke.

      'No,' Mr Aitken calmed down under Mother's administrations. 'I spilt my drink though. Damned young whippersnapper.'

      'Here we are,' Mother found a glass of French brandy. You will notice that, magistrate or not, Father had no objections to imbibing with smuggled brandy. We lived by double standards, you see. I am sure he allowed some petty criminals go scot-free as well, although he was hard on others.

      'Well, gentlemen,' Father spoke above the hubbub. 'If we are all assembled, I think we should be on our way. The day is wearing on.'

      'Our quarry won't remain in the same den all day,' Mr Flockhart lifted a hunting horn to his lips. Only Mother's practised frown prevented him from blowing it inside the house. Some things are just not done in Cauldneb.

      The men clattered outside with great noise and laughter. One would think they were engaged on some sporting occasion rather than hunting a no-doubt desperate scoundrel. Men are like that; they like to put sport before all things.

      I watched them ride out. Father was in the lead, riding as well with his single arm as any of the others with two. James Flockhart was behind him, with John Aitken sitting like a lump of lard at his back, then came Elliot of Muirhead, James Flockhart, Anderson of Langdyke, and Brown of Laverockhill, Catherine's father. Except for John Aitken, Ormiston and the strange Alexander Colligere, all were local gentlemen I had known all my life, quiet, hard-grafting men of the soil, church-goers with wives and families, not wild men to ride into battle.

      'I don't like this, Mother,' I said.

      'Men do what has to be done,' Mother put her hand on my shoulder. 'It has always been. Come now, we have a house to run.'

      I watched the riders' dust slowly settle onto the ground. Somewhere a cock crowed, with a gaggle of hens cackling shortly afterwards. A dog barked, once, twice and again. I remained at the doorway, feeling that my life was about to change. I don't know why I felt like that; perhaps it was because of the turning of the year with autumn crisping the leaves and clouds gathering above the German Ocean behind the great white lump of the Bass Rock.

      'Mary,' Mother called. 'Watching won't bring them home any the quicker. Work is the answer. Work occupies the mind and the body.'

      Mother had a simple solution to most matters. Work. We worked while waiting for Father. For all her words about a servant's work, Mother could scrub, polish and clean with the best of them. She led the way while I followed, pretending not to notice the way she looked out of the window every few minutes and started up at every sound that could be her man coming home. I knew my mother, you see, the good and the better of her. I could not understand why she should choose a man such as John Aitken for me.

      'Mother,' I asked. 'Why John Aitken?'

      'John Aitken is a fine young man,' Mother said. 'But this is hardly the time to discuss him.'

      'He's hardly young,' I said.

      'He's a little older than you, true,' Mother said.

      'Quite a lot older,' I retorted with more force than I intended.

      Mother smiled. 'When you grow older, age matters less. Why, your father is quite a few years older than I am.'

      'Only a few years,' I thought of John Aitken's balding head and decided paunch. 'Not very many.'

      'There, you see?' Mother smiled at me across the floor we were scrubbing. 'Not very many. Your father and I jog along very nicely, don't we?'

      'Yes, Mother,' I agreed, 'but John Aitken!'

      'You'll like him when you meet him properly,' Mother said. 'Now, I don't want to hear another word on the subject. Not one word!' She raised her finger to signify that the discussion was closed.

      I spent the majority of that day thinking of the candlelight gleaming on Mr John Aitken's balding head, his sudden flare of temper at placid Alexander Colligere and his rotund body. Comparing him with Captain Ferintosh, I felt a mixture of despair and anger.

      No, I told myself. I will not marry that old man. I will not even contemplate marriage to that old man. I will run away, rather than that!

      Run away where? I asked myself in a moment of sanity. Where could a lone woman escape to? We were not like men. We could not sign on a whaling ship, or join the army, or run away to the Hudson's Bay or the East India Company. Perhaps I could emigrate to Canada or the new United States? As what? A lone woman with no fortune? The very best I could hope for was a servant's position or perhaps a governess, and then only if I could afford the passage, or indentured myself for seven years.

      I shuddered. I was trapped in my woman's body, condemned by my own mother.

      'They're coming back, Mrs Hepburn.' Jeannie stood in the doorway shading her eyes from the evening sun. 'Mr Hepburn is leading, and nobody is missing.'

      'Oh, thank the Lord.' Mother's words revealed something of the anxiety she had been feeling. Rising at once, she pulled at my sleeve. 'Come, Mary. Come and welcome your father home.'

      'The mess…' I glanced at the floor with its pails of water, discarded scrubbing brushes and cakes of hard soap.

      'Leave it. That's why we have servants.'

      Father led the riders at walking pace. The men looked weary, covered in dust and froth from the horses. In the middle of them was a horse I thought was empty until I realised there was a man tied across the middle, face down.

      Ignoring him, I ran to Father. I made a point of avoiding John Aitken, who looked balder, older and fatter than ever.

      'Andrew.' Mother walked sedately across the cobbles in front of our house, as if she had not been worried sick the last few hours. 'I'm glad to see you back.'

      'Thank you, my dear.' Stiff after so long in the saddle, Father dismounted. His smile was tired. 'We got the man we were after. This fellow,' he gestured to the man tied across the spare horse, 'has been organising the whisky stills all across the county and beyond. We don't know what other mischief he has been up to.'

      'Is he dangerous?' Mother squinted at the prisoner as if willing to hang him there and then.

      'He might have been,' Father said. 'My informants were most helpful in telling me where he was located. We rounded him up.'

      'You had to fire your pistol.' Observant Mother pointed to the powder stains on Father's sleeve.

      'Yes.' One word. 'It will wash.' Father tugged at the reins of the spare horse. 'I'll take this fellow to Muirend lock up for the night. We'll have him in the townhouse jail in Haddington tomorrow.'

      'Are you going to eat first?' Mother asked.

      'I'll eat when I come back,' Father said. 'We won't be long.'

      'Come on, you; time to go to the lockup.' John Aitken gave the prisoner a hearty whack with his riding whip. The man jerked his head up, and for one shocking instant, I found myself staring into the dark eyes of Captain Ferintosh.
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      'Oh, dear Lord!'

      I looked away quickly as a hundred emotions surged through my body. I do not know which was uppermost. Alarm that my captain should be on the other side of the law, fear for his future, sick dread that he might be hanged or transported, anger at my father and his friends for capturing Captain Ferintosh and treating him in such a manner, or sorrow to see him in such a plight.

      'Are you all right, Mary?' Mother had noticed my reaction.

      I tried to compose myself. 'Yes, Mother, thank you.' I stepped back as Father and John Aitken led their prisoner away. I had to find space by myself. I could not think with so many people present. Some of the other gentlemen were looking curiously at me.

      'Don't you worry about him, Miss Hepburn,' Elliot had completely misconstrued my agitation. 'He won't be able to harm you.'

      'Is that what the matter was?' Alexander Colligere leaned forward in his saddle. 'I thought Miss Hepburn was looking concerned. Don't you fret, Miss Hepburn. He's tied up safe.'

      Unable to say more, I lifted my skirt, turned and walked away with as much dignity as I could muster.

      Usually, I would head for the walled garden, but with night drawing on I knew Mother would follow me there and chivvy me inside. Fortunately, we had a small library set on the topmost floor. I hurried there, skipping up the stairs with my feet clicking and clacking and my skirt rustling like the sails of a ship in a fluky breeze.

      Only when I entered the library and stood with my back to the door did I allow my emotions to surface. I stood there, sobbing, with my breath coming in deep gasps and my legs trembling. I did not know what to do.

      Was there some mistake? Was Captain Ferintosh some black scoundrel that needed so many armed men to hunt him down? Or was he an innocent man accused by others intent on his downfall? Who would do that to my gallant captain? Who would possibly wish to harm such a handsome, elegant, amiable gentleman?

      I tried to think back to what Father had said. What had put him on the track of the captain? It had been the two scoundrels Father had in custody for whisky smuggling. I took a deep breath. That might be Simmy and Peter, the two men Captain Ferintosh had rescued me from. Had they taken their revenge by falsely accusing the captain?

      Unconscious of what I was doing, I began to pace the length of the library, which did not take long as it was a comparatively small room. It was also growing very dark, as I discovered when I stumbled over a small coffee-table, turned and fell over the blasted thing again. I kicked it aside in my temper, hurt my toe and said some words that no young lady should know.

      If these two scoundrels were the cause of placing the captain in jail, then I was also involved, as he had crossed them by helping me. I had to reciprocate. I had to help Captain Ferintosh. I wanted to help him. The thoughts crammed into my mind, jumbling and tumbling over one another as I paced the short length of the library, alternatively tripping over the coffee table and barking my shins off its top. Honestly, one would think I would have the sense to light a candle. However, misery does not allow reason to share its space, and I wallowed in wretchedness even as I wrestled with the problem I convinced myself was entirely my fault.

      If I had not been so inquisitive, I would not have come across that illicit still. If I had not come across the still, Peter and Simmy would not have caught me. If Peter and Simmy had not caught me, Captain Ferintosh would not have had to rescue me. If Captain Ferintosh had not saved me, Simmy and Peter would not have clyped on him to my father. The fault lay squarely at my door. It was up to me to restore the situation.

      I stopped at the window, looking out over the autumn-dark East Lothian countryside. I loved that view, with the tiny pinpricks of light from the scattered cottages and villages across the plain, to the riding lights of the ships that sat at anchor out on the Forth. Down there, in that dim cluster of lights that marked the village of Kirkton of Muirend, my friend and companion Captain Ferintosh lay in the village lockup, awaiting transport to Haddington Jail, trial and possible exile or worse, and it was all my fault.

      Taking a deep breath, I resolved to do something about it.

      Adjusting my dress and tidying my hair, I gave my face a quick wash in cold water and marched to Father's study. I tapped politely on the door.

      'Come in.' Father looked up. 'Halloa Mary; what do you want? Have you quite recovered from seeing that villain?'

      'I am quite recovered, Father, thank you.' I stepped into the room and perched myself, straight-backed, on the only other chair. 'It is that villain that I wish to ask you about.'

      Father sipped at the glass of claret on his desk, shuffled his papers and looked at me. 'Ask away, Mary, although I do think you would be better employing your mind with thoughts of John Aitken.'

      'John Aitken can whistle for all I care,' I said, rudely. 'No, father, it is that poor fellow you have in Muirend lockup I wish to ask you about.'

      'So you said, Mary.' Father raised his eyebrows. 'What do you wish to know?'

      'Are you sure he is a guilty party?' I was never known for my subtlety.

      'At present, he is accused of many things,' Father looked directly at me, pressing his fingers onto the desk. 'His trial will determine if he is innocent or guilty.'

      I had formulated my questions, but now I faced my father, my carefully crafted words flew out of the window. 'He looks too handsome to be guilty.' I knew that my words were foolish even as I said them.

      'I am afraid that we cannot judge a man by his looks. I have known the most handsome men to be arrant rogues, and the ugliest men to have the hearts of saints and angels.'

      'Surely you cannot keep the poor fellow locked up on the word of two known scoundrels,' I tried another approach.

      'Would you prefer that I allowed a noted law-breaker to wander free, jeopardising the labours of innocent and hardworking people?' Father's voice was mild.

      'He is not yet a noted law-breaker,' I said. 'You said the trial would determine his innocence or guilt.'

      Father smiled. 'I wish that the law was open as a career to women, Mary, for by the powers, you would argue your case well. However, we have been searching for this fellow for some time.' He closed his hand into a fist. 'And now we have him, I intend to keep him fast until his trial.'

      'Yes, Father.' I knew there any further argument would be pointless. That part of my plan had failed. I knew I must move onto my second stage. 'Thank you, Father. I am sure you are correct.'

      I was not sure at all, of course, but I was determined to allay any suspicions Father may have about my future intentions.

      I waited until midnight before making my move. In those days, we all went to bed early and arose before dawn. When I had been in Father's study, I saw a large key on his desk. That must be the key to the Muirend lockup. It could be no other. I dressed hurriedly, putting on my darkest, most close-fitting dress and sturdy boots. I envied men their freedom of movement with their breeches and trousers, but short of altering the order of the sexes, I could hardly don a male's clothing. The thought made me smile, although I did borrow one of father's old tricorne hats for this occasion.

      I knew that Father kept his study locked, to ensure the security of his court documents. I also knew where he hung the key. It was the work of a moment to slide in, close the door behind me and search for the key to the lock-up. I had a moment of panic when I saw the surface of the desk was clear, and I spent some frantic seconds opening and closing Father's desk drawers until I found the key tucked under a wad of papers.

      I left the study as I had found it, relocked the door, returned the door key to its hook and slipped downstairs. However well you know a place, there is always some obstacle in your path when you move in the dark. I must have stumbled over half the furniture in the house before I scraped open the bolts of our side door, wrestled with the lock and stepped into the dark. Fortunately, the night was dry and reasonably mild as I turned up the collar of my great cloak, pulled down father's tricorne hat and strode toward Muirend.

      When I say strode, I should say felt my way gingerly, for the roads were un-made, rutted by cartwheels and generally treacherous. Those were the days before the transport improvements, with John Loudon McAdam still experimenting with his methods of road making in his Mauchline estate. I had brought a lantern but forbore to light it until I was well clear of the house. The last thing I wanted was for one of the servants to see a suspicious light flickering around the house. I could imagine the result, with Father and the footman coming out with pistols and cudgels, shots in the dark and me having a hundred unpleasant questions to answer.

      Stumbling and falling, I left the grounds behind me, slid into the shelter of a copse of trees and scraped a spark from Father's tinderbox onto the wick of the lantern.

      Shielding the light, I moved quickly toward Kirkton of Muirend. Twice I halted when I thought I heard somebody else moving around in the dark. Once it turned out to be a cow, strayed from its field. The second time I was not sure. An owl called eerily, joined by the harsh bark of a fox, which unsettled a shed full of hens that began to cackle in panic. I moved on.

      Kirkton of Muirend was nothing special, a dozen cottages grouped around the ancient parish kirk, or church, with one stout building as the parish lock up. It was usually empty. When some unfortunate occupied the single cell, he or she would be there for drunkenness, poaching or affray. This time my unhappy Captain Ferintosh was inside on false charges made up by Peter and Simmy.

      I halted outside the tiny window with its deeply set iron grill. There was no glass so the cold of the night could whistle inside to add to the discomfort of the occupant. 'Captain Ferintosh.' I whispered the name. There was no reply. I tried again. 'Captain Ferintosh!' Holding up the lantern, I peered inside the room but saw only shadows.

      Fumbling for the key, I found the lock. It opened with surprising ease. I had thought it would be rusted.

      'Captain Ferintosh?' I held the lantern high, with the light pooling inside the stark room. Stone walls above a stone-slabbed floor, with heavy wooden rafters beneath a roof of red pantiles, the cottage was no different from a thousand others in East Lothian except for the barred windows and the staples and chains on the wall.

      'Who the devil is that?' Captain Ferintosh did not sound his usual cheerful self. 'Can't a man get a night's sleep without some blasted woman interrupting him?'

      'It's me, Captain. It's Mary.' I held the lantern, so the light fell on my face.

      'Lady Mary!' The tone of the captain's voice altered. 'What are you doing in a place like this?'

      'Trying to rescue you,' I crouched at his side. 'You're chained up.'

      'There's a key on that wall over there,' Captain Ferintosh nodded to the wall furthest from him.

      It was the work of a moment to lift down the key and release the captain. He spent a moment rubbing his ankles and wrists, from which the manacles had rubbed the skin. 'You're an angel,' Captain Ferintosh said.

      'My Father won't agree.'

      'Come on, out of here,' Captain Ferintosh did not pursue that line of conversation. He limped to the door, gasping every time he put his left foot on the ground. I saw a dark stain in the middle of his thigh; blood from a wound, I guessed.

      I replaced the key, relocked the door and stood outside the lockup. My plan had worked, but it had a serious flaw: I did not know what to do next. I had only thought as far as releasing the captain.

      'You're free,' I said. 'I'll have to go home and put the key back, or Father will know it was me who got you out.'

      There was an alternative. I could run away with the captain and share whatever adventures he had.

      I contemplated that life for a moment, thinking of life on the high seas, or on the pad as we would-be-outlaws termed the bold roguery of the highwayman.

      'Thank you.' Captain Ferintosh smiled, with those marvellous eyes dark and caring as he touched my face. 'Can I ask you one more favour?'

      'Yes, of course.' I was genuinely pleased to help.

      'Could you help me a little way from the village? I only have one working leg, you see.' Captain Ferintosh's smile was as winning as ever.

      'What happened to your leg?'

      'Your father shot me,' Captain Ferintosh showed no malice. Taking my hand in his, he lowered the lantern to enable me to see better. The blood-caked hole in his breeches told more than a hundred words could.

      'Oh, you poor man!' I leant closer. 'We'll have to get you to a doctor.'

      'I suspect that the minute I enter the premises of a sawbones, there will be a messenger running to your father.'

      I could not disagree with that. Father knew all the local doctors.

      'No, Miss Hepburn. If you help me to a friend of mine, he can patch me up most satisfactorily.'

      'Come on then,' I loaned the captain my arm for support. 'Which way is it?'

      'This way. It's a fair step, I'm afraid. A mile or two.'

      I glanced at the overcast sky, wondering what time it was and if I could get home before dawn. I had no wish for Mother to discover my absence. However, as there was no help for it I buckled down, helped support the captain's weight and staggered along the rutted road. My lantern bounced its light around us, now showing the autumn-sad vegetation at the side of the path, now the bare trees above.

      I cannot describe how it felt to be helping a man with whom I was in love. It was a mixture of pleasure that I was useful and trepidation that he might be seriously hurt. Add anxiety about my own situation and worry about the captain's future to the sauce and you will have some ideas about my feelings.

      'Captain,' I said as we limped through the dark.

      'Yes, Mary?'

      'My father is convinced that you have committed some offence.' I waited for his reaction.

      'I gathered that when he shot me.'

      I took a deep breath. 'Have you committed an offence?'

      Captain Ferintosh was silent for the next few yards. 'Would you have still helped me if I had?'

      I thought for a moment. 'Yes, probably.'

      The captain squeezed my arm. 'I thought you were game. In fact, I think you are the most game woman I have ever met.'

      I am sure I glowed with pleasure.

      'Leave me here.' The captain said. He had not answered my question. Perhaps he had forgotten. Maybe there was no need.

      I looked around. 'There's nothing here,' I said. 'No house, not even a cottage.'

      'That's all right,' the captain said. 'I know where I am.'

      We were in an area of unenclosed land, with a range of miniature hills, the Garleton Hills, rising before us. Beyond that, the ground fell away to the coastal plain. My captain was limping heavily. Only the night-dark Huntlaw House, home of the eccentric Lady Emily, sat in a neuk of the hills to the north.

      'I can't leave you here,' I said.

      'Leave me,' Captain Ferintosh had a new edge to his voice. 'I know where I am.'

      'Will you be all right?' I asked. 'When will I see you again?'

      His eyes seemed to glow in the dark. 'I'll contact you. Now go.' He pushed me gently. 'Go, Mary.'

      'I can't leave you like this,' I said. 'I love you.'

      There. I had said it. The words were out. I had committed myself. There was no going back.

      'Good God!' Captain Ferintosh stared at me. 'You know, I really think you do. Well now, my poor, sweet little girl.'

      'Captain,' I held out my hands to him. 'I can't leave you here. It's not safe for you.'

      'Go,' he said. 'You must go.'

      'But, Captain…'

      'But me no buts.' He pushed me again, gently but firmly. 'Go now, Lady Mary. You can do no more.'

      I hated to leave him there all alone, wounded in the dark. I took one step and looked back over my shoulder. He had not moved. He waved me away. I took another step.

      I heard movement in the dark. 'Captain Ferintosh,' I said.

      He was gone. I did not see him move. One moment he was there, the next I was alone in the chilly emptiness.

      Loneliness is a strange concept. Normally I enjoy my own company best as many people are irritating with their pettiness and only desire to be the same as everybody else. However, there are times that I seek out the warmth and essential congeniality of people, for beneath the façade of bland acceptability most are decent. When I realised that I was alone on that barren track beside these great grassy lumps of hills, I suddenly felt very lonely.

      I did not linger long. After a few moments in which I stared into the night, I turned and strode purposefully in the direction of home. I knew I had a few miles to cover, it was late, I was tired, and somehow I had to replace the key in father's desk and later explain how I managed to get mud on my skirt while sleeping in bed.

      I did not expect to see the man who loomed out of the dark.

      'Where are you going all alone, my pretty?'

      'Who are you?' I demanded, more irritated than afraid. 'Get out of my way!'

      'What have we here?' The voice sounded again. 'It's a woman!'

      The light shone full in my face and a pair of strong arms fastened around me.

      I gasped, with horrible memories of Simmy and Peter coming back to me. 'Let go,' I said. I am not sure what happened next. There was a shout, somebody hit the man who held me and dragged me away.

      'Stay with me.' A man's voice hissed in my ear.

      'Why? Who…?' I got no further in my enquiries as a hand clamped across my mouth. Honestly, the number of times I was manhandled that autumn!

      Pulled backwards, I was led into the darkest section of a field and forced down. For a moment I contemplated the worst type of horrors imaginable.

      'If I take my hand away, will you promise to keep quiet?'

      I nodded vigorously, although I had every intention of screaming the countryside awake if this man did not behave himself.

      'Brave girl.' The hand slipped away as the man whispered. 'Now lie still until it's safe.'

      'What's happening?' I forgot my promise immediately.

      'Sssh!' The hand hovered near my mouth again.

      I shushed. I lay on the chill grass with this strange man beside me. I heard gruff voices echoing through the dark, somebody coughed and swore obscenely. The wind carried the words away. The man beside me shifted.

      'Wait here,' the man touched my arm. 'Don't move until I return.'

      He was gone. I lay alone, not sure what I should do. This night was not going as I had intended. Was it always like this at night, beyond the confines of Cauldneb? No wonder Mother had always insisted that I stayed inside our policies when the darkness crept in.

      'We're safe,' I had not heard the man return. 'Follow me. Don't stray.' I saw the flash of teeth as he smiled. 'Take hold of my coat tails.'

      I did as he said, still not sure what was happening as we trailed across the fields, avoiding the roads. Twice we stopped while my anonymous escort checked ahead.

      'Here we are.' The man stopped at the gateway to our policies. 'I'll leave you here.'

      'Who are you?' I tried to peer through the dark. 'How do you know where I live?'The man stepped back. The breeze pushed the clouds clear of the scimitar moon. For a moment I had a clear view of my companion's features. Even so, I was little further forward for he had taken the precaution of blackening his face. He looked more like a collier than anything else. Only his eyes were clear; they must have been the steadiest I had ever seen.

      'Who are you?' I repeated, but I was talking to empty air. My steady-eyed companion had vanished in the night.

      I had left the side door open so returning into the house was easy. The long-case clock in the lobby said a quarter before four. I had been out of the house for less than four hours; it seemed like days. Waves of tiredness swept over me as I crept upstairs to Father's study. Replacing the key, I threw off my clothes and fell into bed without bothering to don my night things. My mind was in a state of confusion mixed with vague guilt.

      Had I done the right thing in freeing Captain Ferintosh? Who were the men who had tried to grab me? Most of all, who was the steady-eyed man who had guided me home? Would Mother notice the mud on my cloak or could I claim it was from my last walk on Lammermuir?

      Even with my brain in a whirl, I slept like a felled log. Mother had to call me several times next morning before she sent up Maggie, our newest maid to wake me.

      'Oh, Miss,' Maggie giggled to find me au naturel. 'You are all naked.'

      'So are you, under your clothes.' I am not at my best in the morning after only two hours sleep. I threw on the first things that came to hand, shoved my cloak at poor Maggie with orders to get it cleaned and stomped downstairs in a foul mood. I soon realised that my perfect pater was in a temper equally as ferocious as my own. I had often wondered from whom I had inherited my disposition.
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