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We’ll have moonlight again!

—Scotts of Harden, motto and reivers’ cry


Author’s Note

For readers who appreciate assistance with meaning and pronunciation:

Buccleuch = Buh-CLOO

East, West, or Middle March = Border jurisdictions on each side

Hawick = HOYK

Of that Ilk = of the same. Sir John Edmonstone of that Ilk = Sir John Edmonstone of Edmonstone

The Douglas = the (Scottish) Earl of Douglas

The Percy = the (English) Earl of Northumberland


Prologue

St. Giles Kirk, Edinburgh, 1386

“No.”

The young bride’s single decisive word silenced the rustling of the noble wedding guests’ movements and whispers.

The priest, having just asked the stout, elegantly dressed groom if he would take fourteen-year-old Lady Sibylla Cavers as his wife, now shifted his gaze to her.

“My daughter,” he said sternly, “I was asking his lordship if he would take you as his wife. Prithee, keep silent until I address you.”

The wedding guests saw only her slender back and thus could not read her expression. But her very posture expressed her indignation.

Her hip-long, wavy auburn hair glinted golden in the glow of the cressets on the arcade separating the new south aisle from the nave. That aisle, as most of Edinburgh knew, owed its existence to the generosity of the bride’s father, Sir Malcolm Cavers, Lord of Akermoor.

The groom—nearer Sir Malcolm’s age than Sibylla’s— turned to gape at her. His jowls were aquiver. His thick lower lip protruded.

Ignoring him, she faced the priest. “It cannot matter how Lord Galston answers you, Father,” she said as firmly and clearly as before. “I do have the right to refuse him, do I not? My godfather said I do.”

“A good daughter obeys the commands of her father,” the priest declared.

“I am a good daughter, but I don’t want Lord Galston for my husband. The Douglas, my godfather, said I need not have him. Was he wrong?”

The priest stared at her, his heavy frown making most of the spectators glad he had not directed it at them.

They held their communal breath, fearful of missing a word.

Heads turned toward Sir Malcolm. He stood at the foot of the chancel steps, his grim profile visible to nearly everyone save the bridal couple.

His face flamed red and his jaw jutted forward.

The priest looked at him. The bride did not.

“My lord,” the priest said. “You know the answer to her ladyship’s question. What would you have me do?”

Grimacing, Sir Malcolm shook his head. “Ye can do nowt,” he muttered.

The lady Sibylla turned, gathered her skirts in a graceful, swooping gesture, and descended the chancel steps. Head high, acknowledging no one, she turned toward the south aisle.

As the congregation watched in stunned silence, she walked with dignity far beyond her tender years outside into Edinburgh’s High Street.

Selkirk, Allhallows’ Day, 1387

As fifteen-year-old Sibylla Cavers walked beside her father toward the altar of the wee kirk, she saw that he had invited few guests. But she could scarcely blame him after what had happened the first time he’d arranged for her to marry.

With the banns mysteriously omitted this time, just two lay brothers and a few curious citizens were in the kirk that drizzly November day to view the sacred rite and help alleviate the damp chill. Shivering, Sibylla studied the handsome young man who awaited her with the priest at the altar.

She had never met the bridegroom before. But, as her father had promised, this one did seem a better choice for her than the aged Lord Galston. For one thing, this man was only six years older than she was, surely a better match for her than any rotund graybeard.

The dark-tawny hair beneath his plumed blue velvet cap was neatly trimmed. His expensively clad figure boasted broad shoulders, slim hips, and legs both powerful- looking and shapely in their dark hose. His eyes seemed a bit fierce under jutting eyebrows darker than his hair, but fierce eyes did not scare Sibylla. At first glance, she thought him intriguing.

She had enjoyed a few mild flirtations, and was growing used to men of every age—including her brother Hugh’s friends—making clear their approval of her beauty. So she waited for that familiar look to appear on the face of her intended.

He continued to regard her without any change of expression other than what seemed to be a touch of chilly impatience.

Aware that she had inherited her mother’s generous wedding portion on that lady’s unfortunate demise ten years before, Sibylla eyed the young man more intently as she offered him a warm smile.

He remained coldly somber.

At the chancel steps, her father moved away after declaring himself willing to give her in marriage. With easy grace, she went up the steps, stopped nearer her bridegroom than the priest had indicated, and said confidingly, “You might at least smile, sir. You look as if you are attending a funeral.”

Instead, he glanced irritably at the priest. That worthy said, “My lady, you should look at me and not speak except to repeat your vows.”

Ignoring him, Sibylla smiled again at her intended. “My father told me you were all eagerness, sir,” she said. “But you never came to visit me, and now you do not return my smile. In troth, I begin to doubt his word.”

“This discourse is unseemly, Father,” the groom said. “Pray, proceed.”

“Nay, then, do not, Father,” Sibylla said. “I will have none of him.”

As she turned away, her erstwhile bridegroom said testily, “Where do you think you’re going?”

“Home,” she said. “You do not want me, and I do not want you.”

“By heaven, no one humiliates me like this!” he exclaimed.

Without word or pause, Sibylla picked up her skirts and left the kirk.

The words he shouted at her then rang in her ears for days afterward:

“I’ll never forgive you, you impudent snip! You will rue this day!”

Akermoor Castle, Lothian, April 1388

After each of her two aborted weddings, Sibylla had faced her furious father and endured his rebukes. She knew she deserved them, if only for disappointing him, and had felt profound relief that his reaction had not been more violent.

On both occasions, after he had roared at her, she had tried to explain her reasons. But Lord Galston’s having been too old for her and his successor too coldly arrogant had not impressed Sir Malcolm.

The third time, she recognized her error sooner. The ceremony was to take place at Akermoor, so she simply sent a message downstairs to the priest and did not show herself. Accordingly, she expected Sir Malcolm’s wrath to engulf her.

“What manner of complaint can ye have this time?” he demanded. “In sooth, ye said Thomas Colville suited ye fine.”

“I had seen him only at court with companies of people,” Sibylla replied. “Thomas seemed charming then and kind. But since he has been here at Akermoor, I have found not one thing about which we can talk.”

“Ye’ll talk enough after ye’re married!”

“He leers at the maidservants, sir, and cares only for his own wishes,” she said. Fearing that Sir Malcolm would see nothing amiss in that either, she added, “He also complained unceasingly that Hugh was not here to bear him company.”

“Any man prefers the company of other men,” her father retorted. “His wife is meant to look after his home and his bairns, no to demand his constant attention. Moreover, if ye meant to refuse him, ye should have said as much before now.”

“I did, sir. You did not listen. Apparently, that, too, is the nature of men.”

“I’ll stand nae more of your sauce!” he roared. “Your sister Alice will soon need a husband, and although I’d a mind to see ye wedded afore her, ye’ve had your chance, Sibylla—three of them! I’ll do nae more for ye. Ye’ll always have your home here, but ye’ll look after Alice till she weds and then ye’ll look after yourself and me. So look now at your future, ye foolish lass, and weep for it!”

But Sibylla did not weep.

Instead, as usual, she took matters into her own capable hands.


Chapter 1

Scottish Borders, 21 April 1391

The child’s scream shattered the morning stillness.

Whipping her head toward the sound, which had come from a short distance away near the river Tweed, nineteen-year-old Lady Sibylla Cavers reined in the dapple-gray gelding she rode. Pushing back the sable-lined hood of her long, dark-green wool cloak, she listened, frowning, her eyes narrowed. For the first time since leaving Sweethope Hill House that morning, she wished she had brought her groom, but as the land from Sweethope Hill to the river belonged to the estate, she had not.

She often rode alone, and having but recently recovered from an illness that had kept her in bed for a fortnight, she had wanted to savor her freedom.

The scream came again and seemed closer.

Spurring the gray, Sibylla rode toward the river until she saw through a break in the trees lining its bank a tiny, splashing figure a quarter mile to the west. Caught in the river’s powerful, sweeping spring flow, it moved steadily toward her.

Without hesitation, Sibylla wheeled her mount eastward and urged it to a gallop, hoping it could outrun the river to the next ford. With hood bobbing and long, thick, red-gold plaits flying, she listened for more screams to tell her the child was still alive and help her estimate how fast the river was carrying it along.

Her sense of urgency increasing with every hoofbeat, she leaned low along the gelding’s neck and urged it to go faster.

The ford was not far, if it still was a ford. She knew only what she had gleaned about the Tweed during the princess Isabel Stewart’s eight-month residence at Sweethope. But her experience with other rivers warned her that even trustworthy fords that had remained so for years could vanish in a heavy spate, and tended to do so just when one most urgently needed to cross to the other side.

At present, the Tweed was a thick, muddy brown color and moved swiftly, carrying branches, twigs, and larger items in its grip. Some distance to the east, she saw a long, half-submerged log that had snagged near the opposite shore just short of where the river bent southward. Branches with enough clinging dry leaves to look like spiky plumes shot off the log in all directions, making it easy to see. Other objects swept past it though, as the child would if she could not intercept it.

The ford lay just ahead now with sunlight gleaming on water-filled ruts of the worn track approaching it. Although the river was higher than usual, hoofprints in the mud indicated that, not long before, horses had crossed there.

Reining the gray to a trot and turning in fear that she would see nothing but churning water, she observed with profound relief that the child still splashed, albeit with less energy than before. Its strength was rapidly waning.

At best, she would have only one chance to save it. Reaching the ford, she urged the gray into the water. The horse was reluctant, but she was an experienced horsewoman.

She knew it was strong and reliable. Forcing it into the swift flow, wishing again that she had brought her groom, she discovered only when the gray was in nearly to its withers that the water was deeper than she had expected.

Nevertheless, the horse obeyed, leaning into the river’s flow to steady itself.

Keeping firm control of it, she fixed her eyes on the child, urging the gelding forward until the child was splashing directly toward them.

When the little one was near enough, Sibylla resisted trying to grab one of the thin, flailing arms with her gloved hand. She grabbed clothing instead, praying the cloth would not tear as the water fought to rip the terrified child from her grip. The river thrust hard against the horse, eddying angrily around the already skittish beast.

The child proved shockingly heavy and awkward to hold. Just as she thought she had a firm grip, the gelding shifted a foreleg eastward.

The combination of the child’s waterlogged weight and the river’s mighty flow pulled the little one under the horse’s neck and forced Sibylla to lean sharply to retain her grip. Before she knew what was happening, she was in the icy water.

Long practice compelled her to hold on to the reins. The startled horse, already struggling to return to firm ground, jerked its head up, nearly yanking the reins free. Sibylla’s skirts and heavy cloak threatened to sink her, and the combined forces of the river and the child’s weight dragged her eastward with a strength impossible to resist. Worse, the child had caught hold of her arm and, shrieking in its terror, tried to climb right up her.

Sibylla let go of the reins and, submerging, used her left hand to release the clasp at the neck of her cloak as she tried desperately to keep the child’s head above her, out of the water, and find footing beneath her. The water filled her boots and thrust one off. She kicked the other one away.

Although her feet had briefly touched bottom as she kicked toward the surface and the cloak’s weight vanished as the river swept it away, she could find only water under her now. Whatever had remained of the ford was behind them.

Pulse pounding, trying not to swallow the cold, muddy water churning around them, Sibylla fought to breathe and to keep them both afloat. But the river, determined to keep them, swept them inexorably toward the sea.

Simon Murray, Laird of Elishaw, returning from Kelso with his usual, modest tail of six armed men, had forded the Tweed sometime earlier on his way south to Elishaw. Having also heard the screaming child, he had turned back at once.

By the time he and his men reached the riverbank, the screams were well east of them, but Simon easily spotted the frantically splashing child. Beyond, in the distance, he discerned through the shrubbery a lone rider in a dark-green cloak racing along the opposite bank. Whoever it was, with the river as high as it was, and the current as strong, that rider would need help.

As Simon turned east, one of his men shouted, “M’lord, look yonder! There be another lad in the water!”

Glancing back to see more splashes, Simon shouted, “You men do what you must to rescue him. I’m going after the other one. Hodge Law, you’re with me!” he added, singling out the largest and strongest of his men.

Giving spur to his mount with mental thanks to God that he was riding a sure-footed horse of good speed, Simon followed the narrow, rutted track along the riverbank. Watching through trees and shrubbery as well as he could in passing, he tried to keep one eye on the child and the other on the green-cloaked rider.

As he rode, he wondered how two bairns had ended up in the river. If they’d been playing on its banks, they wanted skelping—if they lived long enough. If not . . .

Half of his mind continued to toy with possibilities as it was wont to do when faced with any problem. But as he drew nearer, he saw that the other rider was female and realized that, before, the shrubbery had hidden her flying plaits.

Forgetting all else, he focused his mind on how he could aid her.

When she forced her mount into the river at the ford where he and his men had crossed, he noted how nervous the beast was and how deftly she controlled it.

As that thought crossed his mind, she leaned to grab the child racing toward her, and although he saw with approval that she grabbed the front of its garments rather than trying to catch a madly waving arm, he doubted that any female would be strong enough to hold on to it in such a current. She would have to let go.

He spurred his horse again, his vivid imagination warning him what would happen split seconds before she fell in.

She bobbed up straightaway, still gripping the child. But the current had both of them and was flowing fast enough to make him fear he could not catch up in time, let alone get ahead of them as he must if he were to help them.

The woods lining the river were thicker where its course bent southward, but he knew it would bend east again half a mile later. He could shorten the distance by cutting across the field. Then, if the two could avoid drowning before he got to them, and if his horse could avoid putting a foot in a rabbit hole or worse . . .

Sibylla held on to the child by sheer willpower. She resisted fighting the current, tried to relax, and put her energy into kicking and keeping her head and the child’s above water as she let the river carry them.

She hoped she could keep her wits together long enough to think what to do, but the icy water made it hard to breathe, let alone to think. Although the child seemed lighter with the water bearing them both, she knew they did not have long to survive unless they could reach one of the river’s banks.

Adventurous by nature, Sibylla had grown up at Aker-moor Castle, which boasted its own loch a short way to the west and the Ale Water to the east. Having likewise enjoyed the blessing of an older brother determined to teach her how to survive the commonest perils of Border life, and to look after herself, she was an excellent swimmer and had acquired the ability to remain calm in a crisis.

She knew she could not successfully fight the child and the strong current, so to divert the child she commanded it to help them stay afloat.

“Kick hard!” she shouted, managing to shift her grip to the back of its clothing near its neck. By floating the child on its back, keeping her right arm straight, and bending her wrist sharply, she could keep its head up while she paddled with her left hand. Her body shifted almost onto its side, but she found it easier to kick hard in that position with the child kicking its legs above hers.

Desperation kept her going, and for a wonder, the water had pushed her skirts nearly to her hips, enough for the fabric to resist wrapping itself around her legs.

Sibylla was tiring fast though, and knew she could not go on indefinitely. They had to find something that would float and to which they could cling.

She could barely see where she was going, but she knew they were rapidly approaching the river bend. Without intent but because of the way she held the child and because she faced the south bank of the river, she had drawn close enough to it to be wary of nearby boulders poking their heads out of the water.

Much as she wanted to feel firm ground beneath her again, it occurred to her that letting the river smash them into a boulder might kill them both.

Telling herself sternly that such a collision was more likely to injure them than kill them, and that injury would be better than drowning, she tried to judge how safely she could ease them closer. Only then did she remember the half-submerged log.

Debris in the water consisted mostly of branches, twigs, and other useless stuff, none of it large enough to provide support for them both.

If she could grab the log, they could at least gain a respite. They might even manage to drag themselves out of the water if the log lay near enough to the shore.

She had no doubt she could manage that feat for herself. But her grip on the child made everything else gruelingly awkward. Other than reminding the little one to kick, and muttering occasional brief encouragement as she fought to swim and to breathe, Sibylla had barely spoken.

The child, too, was exhausting what energy it had left in kicking, and she knew she dared not waste her own lest she need it later.

As a result, she did not even know yet which sex the child was.

It was wearing thin breeks rather than a skirt, but its fragile bone structure seemed feminine, as did its willingness to obey her. Despite the attempt to climb up her when she fell in, a single stern command to kick hard and look for something they could grab to keep them afloat had been enough.

Such simple trust in her made Sibylla determined not to give up. She had no illusions though. She had to get closer to shore for them to have any chance at all.

When a break in the trees showed Simon he was a little ahead of the victims, he shouted at Hodge Law to stay near the river, to be at hand if they managed to make it to shore before the current swept them around the bend. Then he turned his horse to cross the open field, hoping to get farther ahead of them beyond the bend.

He had ridden just a short way, however, when a shrill whistle made him look back to see Hodge waving frantically. As Simon wheeled his horse, he saw the big man thrust himself off his own mount and vanish into the shrubbery.

Simon put his horse to its fastest pace, wrenched it to a halt near Hodge’s beast, and flung himself from the saddle. Following Hodge’s huge footprints through the shrubbery to the riverbank, he saw the big shaggy-haired Borderer trying to step onto a half-submerged log with a multitude of dead branches thrusting from it.

Seeing the sodden, bedraggled woman clinging to a branch and the child clinging to the woman, Simon said, “Take care or you’ll end in the river with them!”

“I’ll no be going aboard it, m’lord,” Hodge said. “The blessed log be so unstable I’m afeard me weight will dislodge it from what’s keeping it here.”

“Will it take my weight?” Simon asked as he drew near enough to see for himself that the log rocked like a ship at sea.

“I’m thinking I could hold it steady enough for ye,” Hodge said. “Like as not, though, ye’ll get a dousing.”

“I won’t fall in,” Simon said, noting that the woman had not spoken or even tried to push away the heavy strands of muddy hair that obscured most of her face.

She was shivering, clearly exhausted and using the last dregs of her energy to hang on. The child, too, looked spent. But although its arms were around the woman’s neck, it seemed to have sense enough left not to choke her.

He moved up by Hodge, who held on to a stout branch. The log looked like part of a good-sized tree, but it lay too far from shore for him to step onto it. He’d have to leap, and the damnable thing was bound to be slippery.

But if anyone could hold it steady, Hodge could. “Mistress, heed me,” Simon said as he shrugged off his cloak and tossed it over a nearby shrub. “I am going to jump on that log whilst my man holds it steady. When I do, I’ll take the lad from you first. Can you hang on a while longer?”

“I shall have to, shall I not?” she murmured, still barely moving.

“Have faith,” he said more gently. “I won’t let the river have you. Hold fast now, Hodge. Don’t let the damnable thing get away when I jump.”

“I’ve got it, sir.”

The woman looked up as Simon set himself to leap, her eyes widening.

They were an odd grayish brown, matching the muddy water. Her plaits and the loose strands that concealed so much of her face—soaked through as they were and doubtless painted with mud—were a similar color. Her lips were blue.

Despite her bedraggled appearance, she seemed familiar. He wondered if she resided on one of the estates near Elishaw.

Shifting his mind to getting safely on the log, he put one hand on a sturdy branch, picked a flattish spot as the best place to land, and leapt.

The log was indeed slippery, but he kept his balance by grabbing a strong-looking upright branch. Holding it with his left hand, he bent toward the child, saying, “Reach a hand up to me, lad. I’ll pull you out.”

The child shook its head fervently, clinging tighter to the woman.

“Come now, don’t be foolish!” Simon said curtly. “Give me your hand.”

“Obey him,” the woman said quietly. “He will not harm you or let you fall.”

“Them others t-tried to hurt us,” the child said, teeth chattering. “S-sithee, they said they was j-just drowning puppies. But them puppies was us!”

“His lordship only wants to help us get out,” the woman said as calmly as before. “I’m gey cold, and I know you are, too. We must get warm.”

“Come, lad,” Simon said, forcing the same calm firmness into his own voice.

“Me name’s Kit,” the little one said. “And I’m no a lad.”

Stifling his shock that anyone would throw such a wee lassock into a river to drown, Simon said in a gentler tone, “Come now, reach up to me, lassie. I want to have you out of there so I can help the kind woman who rescued you. You do not want her to freeze hard like a block of ice, do you?”

Biting a colorless lower lip, Kit obeyed him, and as he grasped her little arm, he warned himself to be careful. As stick-thin as she was, he feared her arm might snap in a too-tight grip.

Balancing himself and trusting Hodge to keep the log as still as possible, he braced a knee against the upright branch and squatted. Then he used both hands to lift the child. Despite her sodden state, she seemed feather light.

“There now,” he said as he held her close. “Not so bad to be out, is it?”

She was silent, staring over his shoulder at the large, shaggy man behind him.

“That’s Hodge Law,” he said. “He only looks like a bear, lassie. He’ll be gey gentle with you. I’m going to turn now and hand you across to him.”

“I’ve me cloak ready for her, m’lord,” Hodge said, reaching to take the child as Simon leaned out as far as he could and handed her across to him.

Turning back to the woman, Simon saw that she had begun to ease her way to the end of the log. “Be careful, mistress,” he warned. “That current is deadly.”

“You need not tell me that, sir,” she said in a harsh, croaking voice. “I’ve been its captive now for what seems like hours.”

“Not as long as that,” he replied. “I saw you fall, and I’d wager you were in no more than five minutes, mayhap ten by now.”

She gave him a sour look, and the sense of familiarity increased. He had been wrong about her being from a tenant family, though. Her manner of speech revealed considerably higher birth. In any event, he wanted her out of the water.

Hodge was trying to shift wee Kit under his cloak without letting go of the log, and Simon realized with growing concern that they had no idea how long the child had been in the water before they had heard her scream.

The log tipped precariously, making the woman gasp. Simon said, “I’m getting off, Hodge. I’ll hold the log whilst you wrap that bairn up. As thin as she is, it will amaze me if she does not sicken from this ordeal.”

“Aye, sir,” Hodge said, firming his grip on the branch he held until Simon was ashore and then relinquishing it to give his full attention to warming the child.

That they had not seen the second child go by gave Simon hope that his lads had plucked it from the water, too. It occurred to him that although Kit had said “us,” revealing knowledge that the villains had thrown someone in besides herself, she seemed unconcerned about the fate of her companion.

As these thoughts teased him, he watched the woman, who was managing deftly now that she no longer had to worry about Kit. When she had made her way around the end of the log, he extended a hand to help her from the water.

Her exit was not graceful. She had lost her shoes, the bank was nearly vertical, and she kept tripping on her soaked skirts. How she had swum, let alone held on to the child, he could not imagine.

By the time he got her out, Hodge had wee Kit swaddled tight in his voluminous cloak and was holding Simon’s out in his free hand.

Taking it from him, Simon wrapped it around the woman and pulled the fur-lined hood up to cover her head. As he did, he saw that her eyes were not muddy brown but a clear, reflective gray. He said, “The sooner we get you to a fire and see you both well warmed, mistress, the less likely you are to—”

He broke off in consternation as she gave him a bewildered look, lost what remained of her color, and fainted. Had he not been tying the strings of the cloak, she’d have fallen flat. As it was, he barely caught her before she hit the ground.

“Sakes, m’lord,” Hodge said. “What do we do now?” Simon did not reply. He was staring at the woman in his arms.

As he’d caught her, he had scooped her up into his arms so abruptly that the hood had fallen off and the strands of loose hair that had hidden her face had fallen back, too, giving him a clear view of her features.

He had met her only two or three times before, but he recognized her easily.

“Ye look as if ye’d seen a boggart, m’lord. D’ye ken the lass then?”

“Aye,” Simon said curtly.

Although he saw Hodge raise an eyebrow, clearly expecting explanation, Simon said no more but strode off with her toward the horses instead.

He was hardly going to tell Hodge Law what even his own family did not know, that just three years before, he had nearly married the woman.

Slowly becoming aware of hoofbeats and motion, Sibylla realized she was on horseback and that someone was holding her in front of him on his saddle. His hardened, muscular body supported her securely and moved easily with the animal.

She had no doubt who he was.

Perhaps this will teach you, the next time you try to drown yourself, to do a proper job of it, she told herself with a touch of amusement, doubtless born of exhaustion or incipient hysteria.

Of all the people who might have rescued her, the one who had was the would-be bridegroom she had humiliated in Selkirk three years before, the man who had fiercely warned her afterward that he would someday see that she got her just desserts.

To be sure, due to her service with the princess Isabel and his with Isabel’s brother the Earl of Fife, now Governor of the Realm, they had met a few times since then but always in company, where he had behaved with chilly civility.

He had spoken to her only once, and she had never been alone with him.

Forcing herself to stay relaxed so he would not know she had regained consciousness, she peeked through her lashes, hoping to see where they were and judge how far she was from the safety of Sweethope Hill House.

Since the hood of the thick woolen cloak that enwrapped her covered most of her face, she could not see enough of the passing landscape to do any good. She gave silent thanks that the princess and her other ladies were away from home, thus sparing her any awkward explanations. She also prayed that her chilly dousing would not make her sick again.

She was warm at least, warmer than by rights she should be after such an experience. The cloak was not her own though, because the river had swept hers away forever. And her other garments—warm or not—must still be wet, because had anyone tried to strip her, surely she would have wakened.

Worry for her horse stirred until her usual good sense assured her that the beast had likely run back to its stable.

The hood’s fur lining felt soft against her cheek and smelled comfortingly of cinnamon, cloves, and something else she lacked the energy to identify. The smooth, loping gait of the horse soothed her, and whatever Simon Murray had threatened years ago, she knew he would keep her safe . . . until he could safely murder her.

Simon stared straight ahead, his face carefully devoid of expression but his thoughts whirling like water spouts as memories formed, renewing emotions they had stirred in the past, some as strong in the minute as they had been at the time.

He remembered the damp, gloomy day in Selkirk as if it had been yesterday. Looking back, he recalled the sense of pride he’d had that he was doing his duty. He had believed in his liege lord, the Earl of Fife, and Fife’s wanting him to marry the elder daughter of the Laird of Akermoor had been sufficient cause to do so.

A man obeyed his lord, and that was that. He had been proud, too, though, that Fife had singled him out from all the other men who served him.

As for his bride-to-be, what more had she been than the chosen vessel, singled out from all the families with which Fife might have wished to ally himself?

But not only had she disdained the honor, she had done so in a way surely calculated to make a fool of Simon. How disappointed she must have been to have had such a small audience! But Fife and Sir Malcolm had each had reason for that.

Despite the small number of witnesses, her rejection had dealt Simon’s self-esteem a massive blow. Just two days past his twenty-first birthday, he had been thinking himself a man at last, as well as one of value to his family and to his lord.

The lady Sibylla had shattered that image in less than half a minute.

In days following, he had imagined hundreds of things he might have said or done at the time, or afterward, to punish her. None had seemed sufficient.

His only consolation, although he had not learned of it until months later, was that the impertinent snip had spurned another before him. Lord Galston had died soon afterward, leaving his vast wealth and estates to the distant cousin who was his heir. Simon had hoped that the lass recognized her loss and mourned it, for Galston had agreed to settle the bulk of that wealth on his wife. It had not taken much thought, though, to realize that most likely the lass had not known about that.

Men did not discuss marriage settlements with their daughters. Moreover, he had also learned over the years that such arrangements usually benefited the Earl of Fife, and now the Crown, more than they benefited those more nearly concerned.

The fickle lass had then spurned another of Fife’s men, but Simon knew naught of the settlements for that one. Fife did not encourage his men to confide in each other.

His warm burden shifted slightly and moaned, so he tightened his grip. It would not do to let her fall. She had already injured herself, for he had seen a reddened lump forming on her forehead and knew she must have struck it on something. At present she was sound asleep with her head against his shoulder, and although he remembered her eyes widening at first sight of him, and knew she had recognized him, she was relaxed, apparently trusting him.

An image rose then of her racing to beat the child to the ford. He’d say one thing for her: She had an even better seat on a horse than his sister Amalie did.

He also had to admire her courage, but he was not ready to forgive her. Nor, now that he had his hands on her, was he ready to let her go. He was older, his emotions more carefully guarded, but he still had a score to settle with her.

Over the past few years, from one cause or another, Fife’s crest had lowered in his estimation, but he had only to think of that day in Selkirk to feel the humiliation of Sibylla Cavers’s insolent rejection burning through him again.


Chapter 2

You, there! What are you doing in here?”

The woman’s imperious tones seemed to come from far away, but Sibylla felt an immediate quickening of guilt. Was she not at Sweethope Hill House, where she ought to be? To be sure, she had no memory of arriving, but—

“You have no business in this chamber, girl,” the authoritative voice went on. “Begone, and do not let me catch you here again, or”—Sibylla struggled to collect her wits—“it will be the worse for you.”

“I told her she could stay.”

That deep, masculine voice was not distant but very clear, very firm. Nevertheless, it certainly ought not to be in Sibylla’s bedchamber.

Her eyes flew open.

She was lying on her side in a cupboard bed, and the first thing she saw was the waiflike child standing beside it, her thin hands clutching each other at her narrow waist. Now that she was dry, one could see that her hair was short, softly curly, and very fair. Her face was pinched and drawn, her pale blue eyes wide.

Following the child’s gaze to an unfamiliar doorway,

Sibylla saw Simon Murray of Elishaw, watching her. A fashionably attired woman with a long, horsey face bridled like an irritated mare beside him.

Sibylla thought vaguely that she ought to recognize that face and the English lilt in the woman’s voice. Where had she—?

Abruptly, she realized the woman was Simon’s mother, Lady Murray.

The villain had not taken her to Sweethope Hill House. Instead, he had ridden a greater distance with her, to Elishaw Castle, his home.

Her ladyship stood stiffly, cheeks afire, but controlled herself enough to say, “You do not know this child, sir. It could be diseased.”

A movement from the child drew Sibylla’s gaze. Indignation had turned the wraithlike little figure almost as stiff as her reluctant hostess.

“Shhh,” Sibylla murmured.

“Ye’re awake!” the child exclaimed. “Praise be, for I feared ye were—”

“I told you she was just sleeping, Kit,” Simon said, snapping Sibylla’s gaze back to him. He had spoken so gently that she would not have believed it was his voice had she not looked in time to see his lips still moving.

“I am at Elishaw, am I not?” she asked him, astonished to hear the feeble croak of her voice and feel its roughness. Her throat was sore.

“I thought it best,” he answered coolly, as if that were that.

“Oh, but I must—” As she started to sit up, pain sliced through her head, inside and out, making her shut her eyes.

She reached to find a lump on her forehead as she continued trying to sit. But in the brief time she’d had her eyes shut he had closed the distance from doorway to bed. Putting a firm hand on her shoulder, he pressed her back to the pillows.

“Lie still,” he commanded. “I have sent for our local herb woman to provide something to ease your pain. You’ve taken a hard knock to your head.”

“That log . . . no, a branch clouted me as I was trying to keep the river from impaling us on another. Faith, I scarcely remember! How long was I unconscious?”

“Just a short time,” he said in that maddeningly cool tone, as if what had happened had been quite ordinary. “You stirred shortly after you fainted, and—”

“I never faint,” she replied, firmly suppressing the discomfiting memory of coming to in his arms. “Doubtless, I suffered a delayed reaction from the blow.”

She was thinking with gratitude that her voice sounded stronger, more like her own, when his sharp gaze locked with hers. As she gazed back, her confidence faltered. His hand still touched her shoulder, and she was vaguely aware of its warmth there, but she seemed to lack strength enough to speak or look away.

She had known his eyes were dark and had thought them merely dark brown. They were not. They were a deep, almost fathomless green and strangely hypnotic.

She often felt as if she could look into a person’s eyes and know his mind, but one would never see deeply enough into Simon Murray to see anything but green.

As faintly as when she was first awakening, as if the sound came from a great distance, she heard Lady Murray say, “Simon.”

He glanced at his mother, straightening as he did, and broke the spell. For spell it must certainly have been, Sibylla thought, to have rendered her speechless.

Speechlessness was not one of her normal characteristics.

Though he had taken his hand away, her bare shoulder still felt warm where he had touched it. Bare! She tugged the coverlet higher.

That brief glance was the only response he made to his mother before he looked back to say, “It may be rare for you to faint, but you did. You stirred shortly thereafter, murmured something unintelligible, and then you slept.”

“The blow must have rendered me unconscious,” she repeated firmly.

“It did no such thing. You will shortly recall that we had a brief conversation before you fainted. I do not doubt that the blow made you dizzy or that you fainted from sheer exhaustion, which accounts for your sleeping so deeply and so long. The difference was notable, so I did not try to wake you. I knew sleep would do you good and that you’d travel more comfortably so.”

She frowned, only to wince again as she said, “I’ve no memory of that ride.”

“You stirred when I dismounted here at Elishaw but went back to sleep before I carried you upstairs,” he said. “You are in my sister Amalie’s chamber.”

“But who are you?” Lady Murray said, moving to stand beside Simon and making Sibylla feel more vulnerable than ever and a little uneasy. “You look familiar,” her ladyship added. “I am sure we have met somewhere.”

“At Sweethope Hill, my lady, when you visited Amalie last summer before she married,” Sibylla said, avoiding Simon’s gaze. “She and I are friends, although I’ve seen little of her since she married Westruther. I am Sibylla Cavers of Akermoor.”

“I do remember you,” Lady Murray said. “But ’tis no mystery that I did not know you, as bedraggled as you were when my son carried you in. He said you’d fallen into the river. We could learn no more, because you slept even whilst Tetsy and another maidservant undressed you and put you to bed.”

“It was kind of you to look after me,” Sibylla said.

“I doubt that anyone at Sweethope Hill told me your name. In troth, I am quite sure that I never heard your surname. Did you say Cavers?”

“Not now, madam,” Simon said. “We ought not to have wakened her. She should rest until the herb woman comes.”

“But I don’t need her,” Sibylla protested. “I am rarely sick, sir. If you will just send someone to gather a handful or two of willow bark and boil some water to steep it, I shall be my old self in no time. And, pray, ask someone to find something dry for me to wear so I can get up. I detest lying abed.”

“Nonetheless you will stay where you are until you have recovered from your adventure,” he said.

Her lips tightened. She was grateful for his hospitality but annoyed with herself for having shown weakness before him—or, indeed, before anyone.

Softly, he said, “You would do well to think carefully before you defy me.”

She glowered, looking him in the eyes again, only to wish she had not.

This time, his mother broke the spell, saying, “Do not waste your breath arguing with him, my dear. He rarely alters his decisions.”

“Then he should learn to be more considerate of other people’s wishes,” Sibylla said, still watching Simon. More tartly, she added, “Why did you not take me home to Sweethope Hill, sir, instead of bringing me all the way here?”

“Would you have subjected this child or her brother to crossing that river after their ordeal?” he asked, laying a hand lightly on the little girl’s head.

“Her brother! Do you mean to say there were two of them in the river?”

“Aye, and thankfully, my men were able to save the lad,” he said. “Due to the rains we’ve had, the river is still rising, so I decided that Elishaw was the most suitable place to look after you. You and the children will be safe here.”

He turned away and, with a touch to his mother’s arm, urged her back to the doorway. As he did, Sibylla noted a tightening at one corner of his mouth, but whether it was from vexation or triumph she did not know.

He shut the door without looking back, and a nearby sigh of relief reminded Sibylla of the child’s presence.

“I was sure the lady would send me away,” Kit muttered.

“I warrant she would if she could. But if his lordship said you could stay—”

“He did, aye,” the child said, nodding. “He brought me up here himself.”

“Then you may stay,” Sibylla said. “Have you any other name but Kit?”

The child shrugged. “That be all they call me.” “Where is your brother, Kit?”

A cloud passed over the thin little face. “Dand do still be asleep, mistress. I thought he were drowned. He’s not, but the laird would no let me stay with him.”

Wondering if the boy was in dire straits, Sibylla said bracingly, “Recall how deeply I slept, Kit, and I am fully grown. If they think he needs a good sleep to make him well, they may fear that with you in the room, he might waken.”

“He might, aye,” Kit said thoughtfully. “Mayhap ye should sleep more, too, mistress. The laird said ye need your rest.”

“I’m wide awake,” Sibylla said. “And I do not like lying abed if I need not.”

“They took your clothes, though,” the child pointed out.

“They did.” Recalling then that Simon had said she was in Amalie’s bedchamber, Sibylla began to sit up, only to feel her head pound and lie back again. She said, “That kist near the door . . . Do you see others like it in here?”

“Aye, two more,” Kit said with a gesture.

“Prithee, open them and tell me what they contain.” “Should we do that, though? Them kists dinna belong to us.”

“We should,” Sibylla assured her. “The lady whose room this was is a friend of mine. If she left clothing here, she would want me to make use of it.”

As she spoke, she wondered if Amalie’s clothing would fit her.

Amalie—now Lady Westruther and happily expecting her first child—was several inches shorter, plumper, and more buxom. Her skirts would be too large around the waist and would hang shorter than fashion decreed. But Sibylla thought they would fit well enough to sustain her modesty.

She wanted to get up, but she was not wearing a stitch of clothing.

“I do not know what you can be thinking to have brought that young woman to Elishaw,” Lady Murray said to her eldest and sole remaining son as she followed him down the winding stone stairs to the great hall. “She is a Cavers of Akermoor! Doubtless, she is that dreadful man’s daughter.”

“She does have a father,” Simon said, weighing how much he ought to say.

“I do not admire flippancy,” Lady Murray said with her customary, majestic air. “You know that she must be the daughter of Sir Malcolm Cavers of Akermoor. Moreover, you have been very glib, sir, about why you brought her here.”

“As I explained, the river was too high to make a crossing safely with an unconscious woman and two bairns to protect,” Simon said. “Also, I’d heard that Isabel departed a fortnight ago for Galloway to visit his grace and the Queen.”

“More likely to create trouble for your liege lord,” Lady Murray observed. “That surely was her purpose the last time she traveled to Galloway.”

“That was nearly three years ago, after James Douglas’s death,” Simon said, suppressing familiar irritation. “She was seeking then to protect her widow’s rights.”

He was aware that he was unlikely to sway his mother from a position based on her strong belief that his destiny, and therefore Elishaw’s, lay in his long service to Robert

Stewart, Earl of Fife and now Governor of the Realm in place of their crippled, disinterested King.

Because Sibylla Cavers served Fife’s sister, who was often at odds with him, Lady Murray surely believed Fife would disapprove of Sibylla’s presence at Elishaw.

As the widow of James, second Earl of Douglas, Princess Isabel had been entitled to lands deeded her in their marriage settlements and to a third of the income from other Douglas lands that James had owned or controlled as earl.

Fife had hoped to acquire Isabel’s Douglas lands for the Crown, but Archie the Grim, now third Earl of Douglas and more powerful than any Stewart, had acted swiftly and honorably to protect those rights for her. Archie continued to provide her with knights and men-at-arms to protect her, too, just as James Douglas had.

Fife had hoped to arrange a second marriage for Isabel to one of his loyal adherents and thereby control both her and her property, but the Douglases had outmaneuvered him by hastily marrying Isabel to Sir John Edmonstone of that Ilk, a loyal if somewhat muttonheaded follower of Archie’s.

Despite Isabel’s inconsolable grief over James’s untimely death, she had agreed to the hasty marriage to avoid battle with Fife. But she had married Edmonstone only with an understanding that she need not live with him.

According to Simon’s sister Amalie, Isabel thought Edmonstone uncouth, too fond of his whisky, and worst of all, a paralyzing bore. So she had taken up semipermanent residence with her ladies at Sweethope Hill House in Lothian.

Entering Elishaw’s empty great hall, Lady Murray moved to one of the two tall, narrow windows that overlooked the bailey and gazed silently out on the yard.

Simon waited, knowing she had more to say. She had a magisterial temperament, and he had often observed how patiently she let his late father bluster on about what he would do or not do. When the flow had run its course, she would exert her influence to persuade him that he meant to do something else altogether.

Since Sir Iagan’s death eight months before, Borderers who knew them had made clear their expectation that she would continue to rule at Elishaw, that Simon, having lived under her thumb or Fife’s all his life, would be no match for her.

But Simon’s experience with her had taught him to keep his thoughts to himself until he could decide if anyone else wanted to hear them. The result was that he had weathered service with the Earl of Fife more successfully than most.

Subsequently, his experience with Fife had curbed his hitherto volatile temper and taught him to bide his time until he knew what the opposition’s most potent arguments were and how fierce a verbal battle might become before joining a discussion. Therefore, he believed he was well equipped to deal with his mother.

His respect for her judgment was great. After his father’s death, he had accepted her advice on many issues. But he was master of Elishaw now.

Realizing she was determined to outwait him, and not wanting to stir coals with her yet, he said, “You would fight to retain your rights here just as Isabel fought for hers, would you not, madam—if that were necessary?”

She turned then and met his gaze, her expression softening. “I’d have no need to fight you, my dear, whilst you remain Lord of Elishaw.” Thoughtfully, she added, “Such knowledge was comforting eight months ago, but I own, it does now afford me concern. We have seen, have we not, how quickly lives may end—first James Douglas, then your father and our poor Tom.”

When she paused, he looked away, unwilling to let her see the pain he felt at the still-strong memory of his younger brother’s death.

Recollection of their father’s demise just days before Tom’s was likewise strong, but Sir Iagan had lived a good life, and a longer one than most men enjoyed in such dangerous times. And Sir Iagan had most likely died in a fall from his horse.

Tom had barely reached his majority before meeting his death in a violent, villainous attack while on a journey to their sister Meg’s home in Rankilburn Glen.

If, as his sister Amalie believed, Sir Iagan’s death had been violent, too, no evidence of that had come to light. Nor did Simon expect to find any. He suspected that the violence of Tom’s death had influenced Amalie’s thinking, and he could not blame her. He felt considerable responsibility himself for Tom’s death.

“I have distressed you, Simon,” his mother said.

“ ’Tis nowt, madam,” he assured her.

“It was not my intention, but you must know that ’tis time you were wed. Recall that James Douglas left Isabel with no child to comfort her, and himself with no suitable heir. You now find yourself in danger of leaving Elishaw similarly unprotected. I do not fear for myself. I think of your sister Rosalie, and so must you.”

“I do not suppose you bring up this subject because you think I ought to wed the lady Sibylla,” he said, trying to sound thoughtful rather than provocative.

She stiffened. “Certainly not. You know that your father and Sir Malcolm Cavers never got on. I mention the need for you to marry only because, despite being master here for eight months, you have not yet begun to seek a wife. Yet you could find yourself beset by raiders or thieves and foully murdered tomorrow, just as Tom was. However, we do need to discuss the lady Sibylla,” she added. “What do you mean to do about her? It is most unsuitable to keep her here.”

“I disagree,” he said coolly. Keeping the lass where she was, was slight punishment for what she had done to him but too tempting an opportunity to abandon yet. “Whilst you are at Elishaw, madam, none will condemn her presence here.”

“If you do not mean to return her to Sweethope Hill, one must suppose that you will inform Sir Malcolm that she is here. I warn you, sir, I will not allow that man to set foot inside this castle. Your father would writhe in his grave.”

Simon met her gaze but remained silent until color tinged her cheeks. Then he said quietly, “If I send for Sir Malcolm, madam, he will come here as our guest.”

Recovering swiftly, she said, “I do not set myself against you, my dearest. You command all here, as you should. But you have heeded my advice now and again, so I thought you understood that certain things just are as they are.”

“I understand that you and my father took a dislike to Sir Malcolm long ago, but I never sought to know the reason. Perhaps now you might tell me.”

“There is no need for that,” she said, her color deepening. “You need not invite him here, after all. Akermoor lies nearer to Sweethope Hill than to Elishaw, so if you want him to fetch her, doubtless you will prefer the convenience of his collecting her there. Recall, too, that you extended an invitation to my cousin Cecil Percy to visit us with his family. So you will not want to be traveling any far—”

“Sakes, madam, you usually conceal your intent better,” Simon said. “Cecil Percy’s man did not say when Cousin Cecil means to visit or that he will bring his family. He said only that he sought to learn if we would receive him.”

“That is true, and again you are right to rebuke me,” she admitted without rancor. “I should not have spoken so plainly. But I have never made a secret of the pleasure it would give me if you were to marry an English girl. And Maria Percy . . .”
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