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      Author’s Note


      For the reader’s convenience, the author offers the following aids:

      


      Caerlaverock = Car LAV rock


      Dunwythie Hall = “the Hall,” the fortified house at Dunwythie Mains


      Ebb tide = falling or receding tide


      Flood tide = incoming or rising tide


      Forbye = besides, also


      “Herself” = in this book, Arabella Carlyle (née Bruce), Lady Kelso


      Kirkcudbright = Kirk COO bree


      Low tide (or low water) = lowest point of the ebb


      Mains = the primary seat of a lord (from “demesne”), as in Dunwythie Mains


      Neap tide = minimum tide, tide of minimum rise, when rise and fall show least change; occurs generally during first and third

         quarters of the moon

      


      Nithsdale = NEETHS dale


      Spring tide = tide occurring at or shortly after the new or full moon; tide of maximum rise, occurs twice a month


      Stem up = begin to flood (at Annan, about three hours before high water; at Kirkcudbright Bay, about five hours before)


      Thole = busy


      Tocher = Scottish term for dowry


   

      Chapter 1


      Dunwythie Mains, Annandale, 8 March 1375


      Peering through new green foliage into a large field that the surrounding woodland sheltered from winds that could roar up

         the dale from Solway Firth, Will Jardine said, “What if Dunwythie catches us here?”

      


      “He won’t,” twenty-five-year-old Robert Maxwell, Laird of Trailinghail, replied as they dismounted in the dense woods. “My

         lads saw his lordship ride north with ten men just after dawn.” Looping his reins over a handy branch, he added, “He will

         be gone till at least midday, Will. And we have every right to be here.”

      


      The younger man’s eyebrows shot upward. “Have we?” he said dryly. “Most Annandale folk would dispute that, including me own

         da, were ye daft enough to put your brother’s impertinent demands to him.”

      


      “Alex’s demands are hardly impertinent, since he is Sheriff of Dumfries.”


      “Aye, but only o’ Dumfries,” Will retorted. “Nae one here in Annandale heeds or needs the man, least of all Lord Dunwythie.”

      


      Unable to deny Annandale’s defiance or Dunwythie’s, Rob kept silent. He was watching where he put his feet as he and Will

         strode across the field toward a dozen or so men working on the far side. It would not do to give the recalcitrant Dunwythie

         more cause for complaint by trampling his tender young shoots.

      


      “God bethankit for His gifts!” Will exclaimed. “What d’ye think can ha’ brought the two o’ them here?”

      


      Rob looked up.


      Emerging from woods north of them onto a narrow path down the center of the field were two riders. Although they were nearly

         a quarter mile away, their gowns, fur-lined cloaks, and fluttering white veils proclaimed them noblewomen. Their figures and

         their supple dexterity with their horses declared them youthful.

      


      As they drew nearer, Rob saw that one was so fair that her hair looked white against her dark green cloak. The other was dark-haired,

         and both wore their hair in long plaits that bobbed enticingly on their breasts as they rode. They were watching the workers,

         and he was sure neither had yet realized that he and Will—in their leather breeks, jacks, and boots—were not simply two more

         of them.

      


      A few puffy white clouds floated overhead but did little to block the sun. Its light glistened on the dewy green field and

         gilded the fair rider’s plaits.

      


      “I’m glad I came with ye,” Will murmured with a wicked gleam in his eyes.


      “They are noblewomen, you lecherous ruffian.”


      “Hoots, what noblewomen would ride alone here as those two are doing?”


      “Dunwythie’s daughters would do so on their father’s land, a mile from his castle, amidst his own loyal workmen,” Rob said.

         “Behave yourself now.”

      


      “I’ve nae wish to frighten off such tasty morsels,” Will retorted, chuckling.


      Rob grimaced, knowing his friend’s reputation with women. Glancing back at the two riders, he saw the fair one frown.


      Clearly, she had realized they were intruders.


      “We’ll go to meet them,” he told Will. “And you will behave.”

      


      “Aye, sure. Wi’ such toothsome lassies, I’ll behave right charmingly.”


      Rob sighed and altered his course to meet the two, hoping he could avoid trouble with Will. Old Jardine being the Maxwells’

         only ally in Annandale, Rob could not afford to anger the man’s best-favored and sole remaining son. But neither would he

         let Will make free and easy with Dunwythie’s daughters.
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      “Who are those two men?” the lady Fiona Dunwythie asked, pushing a dark curl away from one long-lashed blue eye to tuck it

         back under her veil.

      


      “I don’t know,” nineteen-year-old Mairi Dunwythie replied. Wishing—not for the first time—that she knew more people in the

         area near her father’s largest estate, she added, “They stride toward us like men aware of their worth.”

      


      “Then where are their horses?” Fiona demanded. “In my experience, men who know their worth rarely walk far.”


      “Doubtless they left them in the woods behind them,” Mairi said.


      “Then they’ll have come from the south,” Fiona said thoughtfully. “I wonder if they might be Jardines.”


      That the two strangers might be members of that obstreperous family had already occurred to Mairi. However, although she had

         begun her life at Dunwythie Mains, she knew few of its neighbors by sight.

      


      Three years after the lady Elspeth, her mother, had died at Mairi’s birth, Mairi’s father had married the lady Phaeline Douglas.

         Learning soon after their marriage that the Jardines to the south of them and the Johnstones to the north were engaged in

         longstanding, nearly continuous warfare, Phaeline had demanded that her husband remove his family to the house near Annan

         town that represented the primary part of her tocher, or dowry.

      


      At the time, Phaeline had been pregnant with Fiona, so her lord had readily complied. Thus, Fiona was born at Annan House,

         near the mouth of the river, and Mairi had lived there from the age of four, with only occasional brief visits upriver to

         Dunwythie Mains.

      


      Whether the two men striding to meet them were Jardines or not, Mairi knew her father would expect her to welcome them, albeit

         with no more than cool civility.

      


      Discerning eagerness now in her sister’s posture, she said in her usual quiet way, “Prithee, dearling, do not be making much

         of these men. If they are Jardines, our lord father will not want us to encourage more such visits.”

      


      Tossing her head, Fiona said, “Certes, Mairi, Father would not want us to be discourteous, either. And they are both gey handsome.”


      Mairi had noted that fact as well. Both were large, dark-haired men with well-formed features. The one in the lead was narrow

         through hips and waist, had powerful looking thighs and shoulders, and stood inches taller than his companion.

      


      He also looked five or six years older and displayed a demeanor that suggested he was accustomed to command, and to doing

         as he pleased. He had worn his leather breeks and boots often enough that they molded themselves snugly to his form. The shirt

         showing beneath his dark green jack was snowy white.

      


      As they drew nearer, she saw that his boots were of expensive tanned leather, not rawhide. He also wore a fan brooch of three

         short reddish-brown feathers pinned with a small but brightly sparkling emerald in the soft folds of his hat. Sunbeams painted

         similar reddish highlights in his dark brown hair.

      


      The younger man had black hair, a lankier body, and looked nearer her own age. He was eyeing Fiona in a way that made Mairi

         think of a hawk eyeing a tasty-looking rabbit.

      


      Clearly oblivious to the predatory look, Fiona smiled flirtatiously enough to make her sister yearn to scold her. But Mairi

         held her tongue and shifted her gaze back to the two visitors.

      


      “Well met, my ladies,” the younger one said as the women drew rein. “What are two such bonnie lasses doing, riding amongst

         these rough field men?”

      


      Stiffening, Mairi put up a hand to silence Fiona just as the older man clamped a hand to the brash one’s shoulder. Her own

         gesture failed of its aim, for Fiona said pertly and with an arch look at the younger one, “But who are you, sir, to address us so rudely? And what are you doing in our barley field?”

      


      “Pray, forgive us, my lady,” the larger man said, looking at Mairi with long-lashed eyes of such a clear ice-blue that she

         could almost see her reflection in them. His voice was deep and of a nature to send strange sensations through her, as if

         its gentle vibrations touched every nerve in her body.

      


      Still looking right at her, he said, “I am Robert Maxwell of Trailinghail. This unmannerly chuff with me is William Jardine

         of Applegarth. I expect you must be Dunwythie’s daughters, are you not?”

      


      Mairi nodded, touching Fiona’s arm as she did in a hope that the gesture would silence her, at least briefly. Then she said,

         “You must know that you are on my father’s land, sir. Have you reason to be?”

      


      “Good reason, my lady,” he replied. “I am Sheriff Alexander Maxwell’s brother, here today as his sheriff-substitute.”


      For a wonder, Fiona kept silent, perhaps as captivated by the man’s low, purring voice as Mairi was.


      “But why do you come here?” Mairi asked, although she could guess. Her father had spoken often of the sheriff.


      “Why, to determine the exact amount your lord father will owe the Crown in taxes this year,” he said. “Sithee, one determines

         the figure by counting everyone on the estate, measuring its size, and estimating its likely crop yield.”

      


      Mairi knew that. Her father had recently been teaching both of his daughters about running his estates, as protection against

         the possibility that his lady wife might fail to give him a son to inherit them. Phaeline had been pregnant many times during

         their sixteen-year marriage, but so far, she had produced only Fiona.

      


      Dunwythie had long agreed with his lady that, in due time, God would grant them a son. But, at last, urged by Phaeline’s elder

         brother, he had decided to teach his daughters what each would need to know if she should inherit his estates.

      


      The estates’ crops being a primary source of his lordship’s wealth in a region where few men had any, he had brought Mairi

         and Fiona to Dunwythie Mains to observe the progress of the early plantings there.

      


      Despite her recently acquired knowledge, Mairi was reluctant to cross words with the sheriff’s brother. Just meeting his gaze

         made her feel dangerously vulnerable, as if without effort he had melted her defenses and would as easily demolish any position

         she might take in trying to persuade him to leave.

      


      As she sought tactful words to tell the two men they would have to wait and deal directly with her father, her outspoken sister

         said, “Surely, the two of you should not be prowling here for any reason without my lord father’s consent.”

      


      “Did ye no hear him, lass?” William Jardine said, leering. “Rob acts for the sheriff. And the sheriff, as even such a bonnie

         lass must know, has vast powers.”

      


      Tossing her head again, Fiona said, “Even so, William Jardine, that does not explain what right you have to trespass on our land.”

      


      “I go where I please, lassie. And as I’m thinking I shall soon give your wee, winsome self good cause to ken me fine, ye should

         call me Will. Nae one calls me William except me da when he’s crabbit or cross.”

      


      “Enough, Will,” Maxwell said as he met Mairi’s gaze with a rueful look in his distractingly clear eyes.


      Despite her certainty that he would soon clash with her father, Mairi’s heart beat faster, radiating heat all the way to her

         cheeks.

      


      Robert Maxwell smiled, revealing strong white teeth. His eyes twinkled, too, as if he sensed the inexplicable attraction she

         felt toward him.

      


      Was he as arrogant and sure of himself, then, as his friend Will Jardine was?
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      Noting her reddening cheeks and the quizzical look in her gray eyes, Rob felt an immediate and unusually powerful reaction

         that he could not readily define.

      


      She looked so small and fragile on her horse, and so extraordinarily fair that the light dusting of freckles across her nose

         and cheeks seemed out of place, as if she had been more often in the sun than usual. But as he returned her disturbingly steady

         gaze, he sensed serenity and an inner strength that warned him to tread lightly. It also made him glad that he had made the

         effort to silence Will.

      


      She seemed oddly familiar, as though he knew how she would move and what she might say next, as if he had recognized the soft,

         throaty nature of her voice, even the confident way she held both reins in one smoothly gloved hand.

      


      Despite his having met her just minutes before, the feeling was, he thought, the sort a man might have if she had occupied

         his thoughts before, and often. He realized he was smiling—as if he were delighted to be meeting her at last.

      


      That notion being plainly daft, he tried to dismiss it. He saw then that her light blushes had deepened to a painful looking

         red spreading to the roots of her hair.

      


      Hastily, and without looking at Will, Rob said, “I hope you can forgive the lad’s impudence, and mine own, my lady. Is there

         aught else you would ask of me?”

      


      “You are kind to explain things,” she said. “But as we are only women”—Rob saw the younger lass cast an astonished look at

         her—“you would be wiser and would accomplish more, I am sure, by explaining yourself instead to our lord father.”

      


      He would speak to Dunwythie later. Now, though, he smiled again, ignoring instinct that warned him he might be making a mistake

         to press her. “You can save us much time if you will just tell us how large your estates are,” he said. “Men talk often of

         the size and value of their holdings, do they not?”

      


      The serene gray eyes flashed, but her voice remained calm.


      “Not to their womenfolk, sir,” she said. “I doubt you would take my word for their size if I could tell you. My father will return this afternoon. You can talk with him then. Come, dearling,” she said to her sister. “We

         must go.”

      


      With a nudge of heel and a twitch of reins, she turned her horse and rode back the way she had come.


      Her sister followed, reluctantly and only after a last twinkling smile for Will.


      Rob watched the two young women until they vanished into the woods.


      “Sakes, Rob, ha’ ye lost your wits? Ye stared at that lass like a right dafty.”


      “Unless you want me to teach you manners, Will Jardine, keep silent until you have something worth hearing to say to me.”


      “Och, aye, I’m mute,” Will said, looking warily at Rob’s hands.


      Realizing he had clenched both into fists, Rob drew a breath, let it out slowly, and relaxed them.


      “Aye, that’s better,” Will said with relief. “What now?”


      “We get our horses and view the other fields,” Rob said, fighting an urge to look again at the place where the women had gone

         into the woods.

      


      What on earth was wrong with him, he wondered, that he could let one young female affect him so?
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      “I do think you might have been more helpful, Mairi. ‘Only women,’ indeed!”

      


      Grateful that Fiona had at least waited until they were beyond earshot of their visitors before commenting, Mairi forced a

         strong image of the disquieting Robert Maxwell from her mind as she gravely eyed her sister.

      


      When his image threatened to return, she said more forcefully than she had intended, “You flirted dreadfully with William

         Jardine, Fiona! You must not! You know Father wants us to keep clear of all Jardines.”

      


      “Pish tush,” Fiona said without remorse. “I do not understand how anyone can imagine that such a handsome, charming gentleman

         as Will Jardine can be aught but a friend to us.”

      


      “He may be handsome, but he was not charming,” Mairi said. “He was cheeky and rude. And he behaved as if he thought he had

         every right to treat you disrespectfully. You should never respond to such behavior as you did.”

      


      “A fine one you are to say such a thing! You blushed at every word Robert Maxwell said to you.”

      


      “I did not,” Mairi said, hoping she spoke the truth. Even now, his powerful image intruded.


      Catching Fiona’s shrewd gaze on her, she added quickly, “If I did blush, I will not do so again. He wants to help the sheriff

         extend his authority into Annandale, so he is no friend to us. Neither the Maxwells nor the Jardines are our friends, Fiona.

         We must both remember that.”

      


      “Aye, well, I think we should make them our friends,” Fiona said with a teasing look. “Surely, making friends is better than going on as enemies.”

      


      “It is not as easy to do that as to suggest it,” Mairi said. “Recall that our father told us the troubles between the Jardines

         and the other Annandale noblemen began long ago, in the days of Annandale’s own Robert the Bruce. The Maxwells and Jardines

         sided with England, against the Bruce becoming King of Scots.”

      


      “Pooh,” Fiona said. “That’s just history and too long ago to matter to anyone. This is now, Mairi, and Will Jardine is one of the handsomest men I’ve ever seen.”

      


      “Fiona—”


      “The truth is you’ve gone so long without an eligible suitor that you should welcome attentions from a man 

         as handsome as Robert Maxwell. To be sure, he is old… at least five-and-twenty… and not nearly as good-looking as Will Jardine.

         But you are only six years younger, Mairi! And Robert Maxwell is handsome. Moreover, you cannot deny that he intrigued you enough to make you blush.”

      


      Mairi did not try to deny it. Instead, repressively, she said, “His brother is abusing the power of his office to extort money

         from the lairds of Annandale. We lie outside his jurisdiction, Fiona. And as your would-be friend William Jardine is clearly

         abetting the Maxwells, we have no more to discuss about him.”

      


      Fiona gave her a speaking look but did not otherwise reply.


      Sakes, Mairi thought as the image of Robert Maxwell filled her mind again, the man had been much too sure of himself in a

         place he had no right to be. Despite his confidence, though, her father would certainly send him on his way.

      


      And after he did, she would not see Maxwell again. That thought, although it failed to cheer her, assured her that forgetting

         him was the only sensible thing to do.

      


      Thus it was with astonishment and tingling trepidation that she found herself confronting him again unexpectedly that very

         afternoon.
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      Rob had not expected his visit to go smoothly, because as Will had pointed out, every Annandale laird took a certain pride

         in defying the Sheriff of Dumfries.

      


      However, before Rob had left Dumfries, Alexander Maxwell had said in the stern, fatherly tone he used whenever he lectured

         his much younger brother, “No less than the power and reputation of Clan Maxwell are at stake in this matter, Rob. Dunwythie

         is clearly their leader, so your duty to the clan is plain. If we are ever to regain our power, you must make him understand the vast powers I command as hereditary sheriff, and put an end to the man’s defiance.”

      


      Rob was well aware that the Maxwells’ power had waned for twenty years, since their loss of Caerlaverock Castle, the once

         mighty guardian of southwest Scotland. He knew, too, that Alex wanted above all else to reestablish that power.

      


      Although fiercely loyal to his clan, and understanding his duty to his immediate family as well, Rob had not hesitated to

         express his doubt that anything less than a Maxwell army would impress the lairds of Annandale.

      


      “Bless us, we don’t want war,” Alex retorted. “Use your head for once, lad!”


      So, although he would have preferred to use his good right arm and a sword, Rob had racked his brain for another way to persuade

         Dunwythie to submit.

      


      Thus far, none had occurred to him.


      Sakes, he told himself now, Alex himself had already tried several times and failed. So much for the power of his office!


      Aware that the impudent Will Jardine would be an unwanted distraction in any discussion with Dunwythie, Rob sent him back

         to Applegarth. Then, collecting the half dozen of his own men who had been watching his lordship, Rob headed for Dunwythie

         Mains with them that afternoon.

      


      Approaching Dunwythie Mains from the south, as Rob and Will had earlier, Rob had seen only the estate’s extensive fields and

         woodlands. Dunwythie Hall was even more impressive. One would not be wrong to call it a castle.

      


      Well fortified and strategically placed atop a wooded hill with the river Annan flowing in a sharp, protective bend below,

         the four-story keep loomed formidably above the stone walls of the bailey and its tall, ironbound gates. Rob noted that the

         ramparts commanded a view that must include a long stretch of the centuries-old Roman road that lay half a mile to the east.

         It ran much of the length of Annandale.

      


      “Mayhap ye should leave two of our lads out here, laird,” the captain of his escort suggested as they neared the gates. “If

         we dinna come out again, they can report our capture to the sher—”

      


      “Nay, for I come on official business and will meet no danger. You can all be of use to me, though, for I want each of you

         to learn what you can from anyone willing to talk. We need to know as much about this place and its owner as we can.”

      


      Having no reason to refuse entrance to such a small party and doubtless aware that no reinforcements were in sight, men opened

         the gate at Rob’s shout.

      


      Inside the bailey, he dismounted and assured gillies who came running that his men would see to their own horses. Then, taking

         off his sword belt and handing it to one of his men, to make plain that his visit was peaceful, he followed a young gillie

         of Dunwythie’s to the ironbound timber door of the keep.

      


      The lad pushed the door open without ceremony, revealing a heavy iron yett against the wall behind it, ready to swing shut

         if attack threatened. The entryway was just a stair landing with stone steps leading up on Rob’s left and down to his right.

         The gillie turned Rob over to the porter, who told him that his lordship would receive him in the great hall.

      


      “I’ll just be a-telling him your name when I take ye in, sir, if ye please.”


      Rob gave his name as they mounted the stairs to an archway. Beyond it lay a great hall with colorful arras cloths hanging

         at the far end, framing a raised dais. A cheerful fire crackled in the large fireplace.

      


      Seated at the central position behind the long table on the dais was a middle-aged man that Rob knew must be Dunwythie himself.


      As Rob strode toward him, a door near the left end of the dais opened, and Dunwythie’s fair-haired daughter walked gracefully

         from the doorway to the dais. Lifting her skirts with her left hand as she stepped onto it, she had eyes only for her father

         as she approached him with a loving smile.

      


      Dunwythie kept his gaze on Rob.


      The lass, realizing that her father’s attention had fixed elsewhere, shifted her gaze accordingly. As it fell upon Rob, he

         anticipated a reaction. But, other than a slight pause, he saw none—not so much as the lifting of one fair eyebrow.

      


      Amused by what he believed was rigid composure but admiring it, too, Rob returned his attention to his host.


      The porter said, “Me lord, this be Robert Maxwell, Laird o’ Trailinghail and brother o’ yon vexatious Sheriff o’ Dumfries.”


      The lass reacted then, biting her lower lip as she flicked a glance at Rob.


      Meeting that twinkling look, he felt a reaction that shot to his toes and touched all points in between.


   

      Chapter 2


      Mairi was dismayed to find as she entered the hall that Robert Maxwell had chosen that moment to beard her father there. She

         managed to keep her composure only until the porter, Jeb Logan, identified him as brother to the “vexatious sheriff.”

      


      Meeting Maxwell’s gaze, she knew she had let her amusement show.


      The devilish man was frowning. So either he disapproved of her reaction or there was another, unknown cause. However, he continued

         to look at her almost as if he were challenging her. What the challenge might be, she did not know. But that look was as disturbing

         as others had been when they first met.

      


      Only when he walked right into Jeb Logan, still standing at the foot of the dais with his back to him, did a chuckle escape

         her.

      


      It was just as well that Jeb had stopped there, she decided, or Maxwell might have tripped over the raised dais and fallen flat on his face.

      


      His frown deepened as he collected himself, so perhaps he had heard her chuckle or seen her smile. This time, his frown sent

         a shiver up her spine. He was clearly a man one would be wise not to challenge.

      


      Since she had come only to ask her father if he had duties for her to attend, she had no good reason to stay when he had a

         visitor. Normally submissive to her parents and quick to anticipate their wishes, she hesitated despite her certainty that

         Dunwythie would deem her presence unnecessary.
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      Rob saw no sign that the lass meant to leave.


      Inwardly cursing his clumsiness but wanting to get to the purpose of his visit, he used the few brief moments before Dunwythie

         acknowledged the porter’s introduction to size up his host.

      


      His lordship looked to be about fifty. His once-dark hair had nearly all grayed, doubtless the natural result of raising two

         such comely, still unwed daughters.

      


      His clothing looked expensive but unfashionable, for he apparently favored the nobleman’s black robes of earlier days. He

         had dignity, though, and he clearly did not mean to let Rob intimidate him.

      


      In a voice that carried easily throughout the great hall, Dunwythie said, “My forebears were stewards of Annandale. Did ye

         know that?”

      


      “Aye, my lord. But they are gone and times have changed.”


      “They havena changed so much,” Dunwythie said. “We Annandale men still mind our estates well on our own, and look after our

         own people, until we pass into God’s keeping. Likewise do we still pay our Crown taxes through our steward. Ye’re wasting

         your time, lad. Your sheriff is powerless here.”

      


      “A sheriff’s power to collect taxes extends throughout his shire, my lord. And whatever else Annandale may be, it is still

         part of Dumfriesshire.”

      


      “Faugh,” Dunwythie retorted. “We do as we have always done. Your brother just wants to extend his power to places that have

         never before acknowledged it.”

      


      Honesty forbidding that he deny that statement outright, Rob let his gaze drift to the lass again as he tried to think of

         a more persuasive argument.

      


      She had not moved but stood listening to them, doubtless hoping his lordship would remain blind to her presence. She must

         have changed her dress, Rob mused. He was sure she had worn something blue beneath her furlined cloak that morning. Now she

         wore a form-clinging pale green kirtle.

      


      The snowy, ruffled edging of her shift peeked above its low-cut neckline, delightfully framing her pillowing, creamy white

         breasts.

      


      “Well, have ye nowt more to say?” his lordship demanded, abruptly ending Rob’s brief reverie. “Because, if so, I have—”


      “Prithee, my lord,” said a softly plump, beautiful woman who bustled in through the doorway the lass had used earlier. “Have

         you seen—Oh, forgive me!” she exclaimed when she saw Rob. “No one told me my lord husband had a guest.”

      


      Lady Dunwythie—for so Rob supposed she was—looked but ten or fifteen years older than his lordship’s daughter. A youthful

         pink and white chaplet concealed her hair, and ruthless plucking had produced a fashionably high, bare forehead. She wore

         a loose, rose-colored surcoat with two vertical slits known as fitchets that allowed her to reach keys or other trinkets that

         he could hear clinking beneath it.

      


      “Mairi,” she said to the lass, “why do you stand here like a post?”


      “One did not like to interrupt, madam,” she said, sweeping her a curtsy.


      “This gentleman is Maxwell of Trailinghail,” Dunwythie said to his wife. “He is also brother to the Sheriff of Dumfries, who

         has apparently forgotten that I act as steward in Annandale, as mine ancestors did, and collect the taxes here.”

      


      “ ’Tis a great privilege to meet you, madam,” Rob said, making his bow. Then, turning back to his lordship, he said bluntly,

         “You would do well, my lord, to hand over to me any gelt you have collected from the others, to take to the sheriff. Mayhap

         you do not realize it, but he can seize the estates of any landowner who fails to submit to his authority. I warn you, he

         will wield that power if he must.”

      


      Dunwythie raised his eyebrows. “Alexander Maxwell had better examine his conscience well before he tries wielding such power

         outside Nithsdale.” His voice hardened as he added, “As to your warning, I’ll tell ye flat that anyone coming here with such

         grievous intent will put himself in mortal peril. Now, if ye want to take supper with us, ye’re welcome. If not…” He made

         a gentle, dismissive gesture.

      


      “I will take my leave,” Rob said through gritted teeth. He was frustrated and angry, but he could see nothing to gain by further

         discussion. Even so, he kept his dignity with greater ease than he might have expected.

      


      He had learned that her name was Mairi, and it suited her.


      Bowing to Lady Dunwythie, he said, “‘Tis an honor to have met your ladyship. And you, my lady,” he added, looking into the

         lass’s calm gray eyes again.

      


      She gazed steadily back, whereupon Lady Dunwythie said curtly, “You had no business to come into this hall without your sister

         or another female to bear you company, Mairi. I wonder that your father did not take you to task for it.”

      


      Flushing deeply, the lass looked away.


      Feeling his temper stir again, Rob called himself to order and abruptly took his leave.
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      Watching their guest depart, aware that he was angry, Mairi felt an inexplicable sense of loss.


      Something about Robert Maxwell let her feel his frustration, even understand it. She was sure that he acted at the sheriff’s

         behest, because the sheriff had been trying for a year to persuade the lords of Annandale to pay their taxes through him.

      


      Having spent her own life trying to please those in authority over her, if only to keep the peace, Mairi thought she understood

         why Robert Maxwell was irritated.

      


      Just then, Phaeline said, “In faith, my lord, why would the Sheriff of Dumfries even care who collects the Crown taxes? A

         most tiresome task I am sure! One would expect him to be glad that someone else saves him the trouble.”

      


      “Bless ye, my love, he cares because collecting them would not only increase his power over Annandale but also that of Clan Maxwell. It would also allow him to demand fees from us and from his grace, the King, for that service. Sithee, he would thereby considerably increase the contents of his own purse.”

      


      “Do you not also collect a fee?”


      “Aye, sure, I receive a bit from each to defray my cost in conveying the gelt to Stirling each year. But I’d have nowt but

         ill will to gain by increasing such fees at a whim, as the sheriff could. I must depend on those others to support me in times

         of trouble, as I support them. Sithee, if we had to wait for a Maxwell to protect us, we’d wait a gey long time. But never

         mind all that now. How are ye feeling today?”

      


      Hastily excusing herself before her stepmother could launch into one of her interminable, much-too-detailed descriptions of

         exactly how she felt, Mairi went up to her own bedchamber.

      


      Dunwythie’s explanation of the sheriff’s likely motives had discomfited her, if only because it had reminded her yet again

         of her tenuous position in her family.

      


      Although her father had railed against the sheriff many times over the past year, he had not explained the man’s motives so

         clearly before. So the explanation itself had also made it clear that she still had much to learn.

      


      Eldest sons learned all about such things from childhood, she was sure, because everyone knew they would inherit their fathers’

         lands, titles, and responsibilities. But, because a man could sire a son at any age, particularly if—like Phaeline—his wife

         was years younger than he was, surely most men without sons kept their hopes of producing one right to the brinks of their

         graves if not until they tumbled into them.

      


      Dunwythie, encouraged by his lady wife, was just such a man.


      Most of them also delayed teaching their daughters about their estates, just as Dunwythie had done. No need to teach a daughter

         if one was going to have a son!

      


      The problem was, of course, that if one did not have a son, the daughter inherited without knowing much about her inheritance.

      


      Mairi was in just such a position. She would inherit her father’s estates as a baroness in her own right if she survived him

         and he had no son. But if Phaeline gave him one, Mairi would have only an elder daughter’s portion to offer a husband. Consequently,

         at the ripe age of nineteen, she was still unwed.

      


      Fiona had been right to say that Mairi needed an eligible suitor. But a man wanted to know what a woman would bring to a marriage

         before he pursued her.

      


      Quietly opening the door to the bedchamber she shared with her half-sister, Mairi found Fiona reclining with her stitchery

         against a pile of cushions in the window embrasure. Not that she was stitching. Cloth, needle, and thread rested in her lap

         while she stared idly at the ceiling.

      


      Shutting the door with a snap, Mairi chuckled when Fiona bolted upright.


      “Fortunately, it is only I, dearling, not your mother.”


      “I did not hear you until you shut the door,” Fiona said. “That latch makes almost no noise at all now.”


      “Shall I order someone to make it squeak again? An efficient gillie must have oiled it in the foolish belief that he’d be

         doing us a favor.”

      


      “Mock me all you like,” Fiona said with a grimace. “You did not have to listen to a lecture about idleness only a half-hour ago! And just because my lady mother saw that I had stopped

         stitching for a moment to think.”

      


      “Prithee, what grave matter occupied your thoughts so completely that you let Phaeline catch you dreaming?” Mairi asked.


      Fiona’s blushes answered her question.


      “Good sakes, it was that cheeky Jardine!”


      “He is not cheeky,” Fiona countered. “He is charming and delightful, not to mention good looking enough to make anyone stare.

         Be honest, Mairi. You were as taken with Robert Maxwell if only you could bring yourself to admit it.”

      


      “Don’t be absurd,” Mairi said. “Even if I’d had such a thought, I would have banished it. Neither our father nor your mother

         will countenance such connections for either of us. You must know that, Fiona. ’Tis rash to think otherwise. They are not

         suitable for us!”

      


      “Aye, so you told me, but I care even less for your opinion now than I did then!” Hunching a shoulder, Fiona shoved her needlework

         off her lap.

      


      “You are being childish,” Mairi said. “What if I told you that, just a short time ago, Robert Maxwell was in the great hall

         with our father?”

      


      Fiona’s frown vanished and she jumped to her feet. “Was he with him?”

      


      “No he was not. Even a Maxwell could not be foolish enough to bring that insolent lad with him on such an errand.”

      


      “Why not?”


      “Because Father would dislike such insolence and Maxwell is now trying to persuade him to hand over any taxes he collects to the sheriff.”

      


      Fiona said thoughtfully, “The Maxwells are powerful, are they not? Mayhap Father should be more conciliating.”


      “If you paid more heed, Fee, you would know the very point in refusing to do so is that the more their power increases, the

         more they can affect what becomes of us. If we simply submit to each decree, they will just demand more. Cousin Jenny says it is important to understand all things

         that affect one’s life or property. And surely, you realize by now that she knows more than we do about such things.”

      


      “Jenny and you need to know those things, aye. But I do not,” Fiona said. “I’ll be glad to see her when we visit Thornhill

         for Easter, and we can talk about anything you like with her then. But she is already a baroness in her own right, and you

         may become one. I am unlikely ever to do so.”

      


      Mairi sighed. “One cannot know the future, Fee. I do wish, though, that our father had seen fit to teach us as much as Jenny’s

         father taught her. If Father should die without a son, I doubt I shall know enough to run everything properly.”

      


      “Aye, your lot is a hard one,” Fiona agreed with a grimace.


      Mairi looked narrowly at her, suspecting sarcasm.


      Catching the look, Fiona said hastily, “I mean that, Mairi, for it is hard. It would be gey easier for all of us if my mother and our father would stop trying to make a son and Father would name

         you his heir. Think about me!”

      


      Mairi did not try to conceal her amusement at the rider. “You think that your lot is even harder?”


      “Aye, sure, it is! Sithee, you will inherit Father’s title and all his estates. I shall inherit only Mam’s tocher.”


      “Only our beautiful Annan House, its lands, and a generous sum to support it,” Mairi said. “Poor Fee! But whatever happens,

         no good can come from encouraging the likes of William Jardine.”

      


      “But we never meet any eligible young men, and I like Will Jardine!”

      


      Gathering patience, Mairi said, “Dearest one, we talk of a man whose entire family is untrustworthy. The Jardines have a long

         history of collaborating with the English against us. Now they simply accept English occupation of Lochmaben, the ancient

         seat of the Bruces and the most impregnable castle in Annandale.”

      


      “So do the Maxwells!”


      “Aye, they do. But recall how Will Jardine treated you. Could you truly care for a man so insensitive to your rank and to

         the respect due to a noblewoman… to any woman? Faith, he treated you with extraordinary incivility!”

      


      “I don’t care about civility. I thought he was amusing and charming. And he is quite the handsomest man I have ever seen.”

      


      Mairi might have debated that point, because she thought Robert Maxwell was better looking. However, comparing the two men

         in any way being clearly unwise then, she said only, “Mayhap so, but I warrant William will look just like his father one

         day. Men frequently do, you know. Have you ever seen Old Jardine?”

      


      Fiona frowned. “I never saw any Jardine before today.”


      “He came here once to raise some sort of grievance when I was about twelve. I remember that he had a bulbous red nose, tiny

         eyes, and he was fat. He was angry, though, which may account for the redness but not for his piggy eyes or vast girth.”

      


      “Mercy, I would not allow any husband of mine to grow fat,” Fiona declared. “Why was Old Jardine angry?”


      “I don’t know,” Mairi said. “I could see that he was as soon as they announced him, but Father sent me away. Whatever it was,

         I expect Jardine got short shrift.”

      


      With a sudden mischievous glint, Fiona said, “Think you that Robert Maxwell will take supper with us this evening?”


      Mairi rolled her eyes. “He has already departed, Fee, likely for Applegarth. Sithee, it has begun to rain, and he would never

         make Dumfries before dark.”

      


      [image: art]


      Inside Spedlins Tower, the Jardine stronghold at Applegarth, Rob changed to warm, dry clothing and found his younger host

         awaiting him in the great hall.

      


      “Come in and take a whisky to warm you,” Will said. As he poured from jug to mug, he shot Rob a look from under his eyebrows.

         “Did Dunwythie submit?”

      


      “Nay, but I did not expect it,” Rob said, gratefully accepting the whisky and taking a sip as he moved to stand by the fire.

         The ride back in increasingly heavy rain had chilled him to the bone. But the fire and the whisky warmed him.

      


      Will’s father, known generally as Old Jardine, entered soon afterward. As he shook Rob’s hand, the old man said, “I’d wager

         ye got nowt from Dunwythie.”

      


      “You’d be right, sir,” Rob replied evenly.


      His host grinned. “Ye’ll get nowt from me, either, for all that we be friends.”


      “I know that,” Rob said. He knew, too, that although the Jardines were currently Maxwell allies, they were apt to change shirts

         with any passing breeze. Regarding taxes, at least, Old Jardine was at one with the men of Annandale.

      


      Pacifically, the old man said, “I’ve nae particular quarrel wi’ Dunwythie at present. Sithee, he’s a peaceable chap most days.”


      “Peace is good, sir,” Rob said. “We would be wise to encourage more of it. The last thing we want is for war to erupt hereabouts.”


      “’Tis true,” Jardine said. “With Dunwythie’s connections to the Lord o’ Galloway and Douglas o’ Thornhill, anyone who stirs

         trouble in Annandale risks bringing the whole lot o’ them down on us. I’ve nae wish to stir up any Douglas.”

      


      “No one has such a wish,” Rob said. Trailinghail lay in Galloway, and he knew that men had good reason for calling its lord

         “Archie the Grim.”

      


      “Aye, well, the Jardines have strong connections, too,” Will said.


      “We Maxwells amongst them,” Rob said amiably. “But you cannot want to quarrel with the Dunwythies. Sakes, you’d make friends

         with at least one of them.”

      


      “Which o’ them would that be, lad?” Old Jardine said, shooting his son a narrow-eyed look.


      Will shrugged. “Just a wench, Da. Nae one of import, although I’ll admit she’d be a tasty morsel. Ye’ll be leaving us come

         morning, Rob, won’t ye?”

      


      Rob agreed that he would and took the opportunity to change the subject to one less likely to stir debate. He was glad to

         bid them both goodnight right after supper, although he was not looking forward to returning to Dumfries.

      


      He had gathered the information Alex wanted about Annandale landholders. But he knew the sheriff had hoped—even expected—that

         he would somehow manage to persuade Dunwythie and the others to submit to his authority.

      


      Rob still doubted that anything short of an army could accomplish that goal. The Maxwells could certainly raise one if necessary.

         But so could others, including Archie the Grim. And Archie would surely side with his kinsman.

      


      Heaven alone knew what the result of such a clash as that might be.


   

      Chapter 3


      Waking the following morning from a dream in which she had been riding from Annan House to Dunwythie Mains in the company of

         Robert Maxwell, rather than with her parents and Fiona, Mairi eyed with a sense of unreality the sun streaming through the

         window of the bedchamber she shared with Fiona.

      


      The rain had stopped.


      Her sister still slept, so Mairi crept out of bed without disturbing her while silently scolding herself for allowing Robert

         Maxwell to invade her dreams.

      


      As she poured water from the ewer on the washstand into the basin to wash her face and hands, she continued to wonder at such

         a foolish dream. He was not even the sort of man she had hoped one day to meet, let alone to marry.

      


      Someone, doubtless the same maidservant who had come in quietly, and as quietly had opened the shutters and filled the ewer

         with fresh water, had set out clothing for Mairi and Fiona to wear that day. The pink-and-green embroidered gray kirtle she

         had put out for Mairi laced up the back. So, after slipping on her soft cambric shift and tying its white silk ribbons at

         her cleavage, Mairi opened the door and peeked around it to the landing.

      


      No one was there. But hearing footsteps above, she waited. And presently the plump, rosy lass who served them came into view

         round the turn.

      


      “Flory, I need help lacing my kirtle,” Mairi said quietly.


      “Aye, m’lady, I were just a-coming. Be the lady Fiona up yet?”


      “Nay, but I doubt we will wake her.”


      “That lassie does sleep as if she were deaf,” Flory said, straightening her cap. “Will I brush your hair first, m’lady?”


      “Nay, I’ll dress first. The air is gey chilly in here.”


      While she concentrated on dressing and not waking Fiona, who would sleep soundly for only so long, Mairi did not think of

         Maxwell. But as she made her way downstairs to the hall to break her fast, she wondered if he might still be angry.

      


      That he had been fuming just before he’d taken leave of them would have been plain to the meanest intelligence. She was sorry

         for that, although her father had been the one to anger him. Even Dunwythie had admitted that a sheriff generally did command

         a whole shire. Still, the Maxwells were overstepping tradition. That, too, was clear.

      


      Never in Annandale’s history had its nobles paid their share of the Crown’s demands to anyone save their own steward or seneschal

         to deliver to the King. That the sheriff hoped to change that tradition was one thing. That he had the right or the power

         to do so without Annandale’s consent was another question.

      


      Still, she could wish that Robert Maxwell had come into her life in some other way—and as some person other than a Maxwell.


      Chuckling at her own whimsy, she thrust all thought of him from her mind at the hall landing and stepped onto the dais with

         a smile for her father and another for her stepmother. The latter had come down earlier than usual.

      


      “I trust you slept well, madam,” Mairi said.


      “Och, aye, as well as I ever do these days, I expect,” Phaeline said.


      Dunwythie was halfway through his breakfast, his attention clearly on other matters. But after Mairi had taken a manchet from

         the basket and allowed a gillie to serve her ale from the flagon, and a small fried trout doubtless caught fresh from the

         river that morning, she said to her father, “Sir, do you think the Sheriff of Dumfries can just force his authority on Annandale?”

      


      Giving her a fond look, Dunwythie said, “Ye women! I tell ye, ye needna fret about such things.”


      “Mayhap we need not, sir,” Mairi said. “But one dislikes seeing anyone leave here in anger, as Robert Maxwell did yestereve.

         And he did say the sheriff has power to seize our estates. Can he, sir?”

      


      “Nay, nay, lass. Dinna be thinking such things. It willna happen. I mean to make it plain that I’ll have nae bowing down to

         the Maxwells. They just want to exert such power to raise more gelt for their own purpose. I ken fine what it be, too—rebuilding

         Caerlaverock!” With a look that included his lady wife, he added, “We’ll be saying no more about this now, d’ye hear?”

      


      Mairi willingly complied with what amounted to an order. She nearly always preferred peace to its absence. Although her father

         shared the same peaceful nature, like many men accustomed to command, he was apt to lose his temper when anyone who owed him

         duty defied him.

      


      Despite her intent to banish thoughts and memories of Robert Maxwell, they continued to plague her, stirring oddly conflicting

         emotions as they did. She would recall his arrogance one moment, how clear his eyes were the next. Uneasily recalling his

         anger, she remembered the look he had given her as he’d turned to go.

      


      There had been no anger in that look.

      


      Calling her wits to order at last, she thrust him out of her head and focused instead on diverting Fiona from thoughts of

         Will Jardine and on fixing her own thoughts on what her father could teach her about the Dunwythie estates.
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      Leaving Spedlins Tower as the sun peeked over the eastern hills, Rob and his men enjoyed a peaceful ride back to Dumfries,

         fifteen miles to the southwest.

      


      Mist rising from the river Annan and the still rain-damp landscape clung to shrubbery and trees in shredded skirts, but by

         the time the sun had climbed above the hilltops, the mist had disappeared.

      


      Rob and his men forded the Annan a few miles south of Applegarth. Staying north of the springtime morass of water meadows

         and bogs surrounding Lochmaben Castle, they met the Dumfries road a few miles to the west.

      


      Two hours later, they reached the royal burgh of Dumfries and followed its High Street to the tall stone edifice known as

         Alan’s Tower.

      


      Overlooking the river Nith, the tower was ancient. It had belonged to Alan, last Lord of Galloway until Archie assumed that

         title 140 years later. Rob’s branch of Maxwells having owned the Tower for some time before that, it had long served as the

         residence and court of the hereditary Sheriff of Dumfries.
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