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      To You, Fearless Reader, with many thanks and the fond hope that, for a short time, this book will transport you happily to
            another time and place.
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      Author’s Note

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

      
      Cleuch = CLOO, a ravine, gorge

      
      Dobby = having spikes, prickly

      
      “the Douglas” = the Earl of Douglas only

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

      
      Low tide, or low water = the farthest ebb of a tide

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

      
      Nithsdale = NEETHS-dale

      
      Rig = ridge (Riggshead = a joining of ridges)

      
      The Sands = Solway Sands (a twenty-mile stretch of sand from head of the Firth to the mouth of the river Nith, which occurs
         when a spring tide ebbs)

      
      Spring tide = tide occurring at or shortly after the new or full moon, resulting in maximum rise (and ebb), occurs twice a
         month

      
   
      
      Prologue

      
      Annandale, Scotland, 5 June 1377

      
      His first slap made her left ear ring.

      
      “Now see what ye’ve made me do!” he shouted over the rush and roar of the river below. A half-moon lit the grassy track and revealed
         white foam on the water.

      
      Holding a hand to her stinging cheek, seventeen-year-old Fiona Jardine scowled at the tall, powerful-looking man who had struck
         her and said stubbornly, “Clouting me won’t change the truth, Will Jardine. It was your fault, not mine!”

      
      He loomed over her, terrifying in his fury. “By God,” he snapped, putting the face she had once thought so handsome close
         to hers, “ye’ll no talk to me like that!”

      
      “You’re ape-drunk,” she said. In the crisp night air, she could smell the whisky on him, so powerful that it made her dizzy
         just to inhale its fumes.

      
      When he drew back his hand to slap her again, she tried to get away, to protect herself. But his left hand shot out then,
         and with bruising strength, he caught her by an arm and whipped her back to face him.

      
      “Let me go!” she shrieked. But he did not let go, and he was one of the strongest men she knew.

      
      “Aye, I’ll let ye go. After I’ve taught ye a lesson.”

      
      Struggling frantically and screaming with fear as she tried to break free, she managed to duck the next slap, only to suffer
         a backhanded blow instead that made her right ear throb with pain.

      
      Before she could catch her breath, he hit her again, a hard smack of his calloused palm right across her mouth. Had he not
         held her upright, she would have fallen. As it was, she tasted blood and feared that he had loosened a tooth.

      
      He laughed. “Ye should ken fine by now, lass, that what I say, I mean.”

      
      His next blow flew at her belly, but by twisting hard, she took it instead on her side just above her waist. Gasping at a
         pain so sharp that it took her breath away, she continued to fight him anyway, out of pure terror. But the pain was overwhelming,
         her strength fast waning, and his next blow sent her reeling to the ground.

      
      Her head struck something hard. Blearily, she saw him step toward her.

      
      Then, looming above her, he drew back his foot.

      
      Through the stunning ache in her head, distantly, she heard him say, “Mayhap, now, ye’ll remember to keep your place, madam wife.”

      
      After that, she knew nothing more.

      
   
      
      Chapter 1

      
      
      Spedlins Tower, Annandale, 20 June 1377

      
      The leather-clad, booted traveler approaching the open kitchen doorway on the pebbled path running behind Spedlins Tower paused
         at hearing a soft feminine voice inside:

      
      “‘I expect I should be spinning, too, aye,’ the maiden said sadly. ‘But it would be t’ nae purpose. I could never finish so
         great a task in time.’”

      
      The traveler took a step closer as the voice went on, creaking now with age, “‘Och, but I could spin it all for ye, aye,’
         the old woman said.”

      
      “Gey good o’ the auld crone!” cried several childish voices, as if they had many times heard the story and exclaimed always
         at the same place.

      
      The traveler smiled, recognizing the tale from his own childhood. He moved nearer, trying to muffle the sounds that his boots
         made on the pebbles of the path.

      
      He saw the speaker then, seated on the stone floor of the scullery with her back to him. Six fascinated children of various
         ages sat in a semicircle before her.

      
      Beyond, in the dim, vaulted kitchen, the traveler discerned bustling movement and heard sounds indicative of preparations
         for the midday meal.

      
      The storyteller went on in a soft, clear voice—doubtless her own, “So the maiden ran to fetch her lint and laid it in her
         new friend’s hand. Then she asked the old woman for her name and where she should call that evening for the spun yarn.”

      
      One child, a dark lad of perhaps eight or nine, looked right at the traveler.

      
      The man put a finger to his lips.

      
      Although the boy obediently kept silent, he continued to stare.

      
      The storyteller continued, “But the maiden received no reply, for the old woman had vanished from where she stood. The lassie
         looked long for her until at last she became so tired that she lay down to rest.”

      
      Three of the children eyed him now as a fourth, the smallest lass—blue-eyed with curly auburn hair—piped up, “Aye, and when
         she awoke, it was gey dark!”

      
      “So it was, Tippy,” the storyteller agreed. “The evening star was shining down, and as the maiden watched the moon rise, a
         rough voice startled her from—”

      
      “Who is he?” the same small lassie demanded, pointing at the traveler.

      
      The storyteller, turning, started and winced as she saw him. She began awkwardly to get to her feet, saying, “Good sakes,
         wherever did you spring from?”

      
      He noted first that she had black hair and light blue eyes, and was stunningly beautiful, with delicate features, rosy cheeks,
         and plump, creamy breasts, their softness rising above the low neckline of her loose, blue kirtle. As she straightened, he
         saw with a surge of unexpected disappointment that she was heavy with child.

      
      “Forgive me for interrupting you, mistress,” he said. “They told me at the stable that I should come this way as it was quicker,
         and none would mind. But if you will bid someone take me to Old Jardine, I shall leave you to finish your tale.”

      
      “This is a good place to stop for a time,” she said, raising a hand to the short veil she wore over her long, shiny, thick
         plaits, as if to be sure the veil was properly in place. “I can easily finish the story later.”

      
      To a chorus of indignant protests, she replied firmly, “Nay, then, you must all go now to Cook and ask how you can help him.
         Davy, you and Kate take care to see that the wee ones know what they must do.”

      
      “Aye, we will,” the largest of the three lassies said. The dark-haired, dark-eyed boy who had first noted the stranger nodded
         his agreement, still eyeing him.

      
      As the children scrambled to obey her, the young woman turned her lovely eyes to the stranger again, adding, “Surely, someone
         must have told you that Jardine of Applegarth lies on his deathbed and refuses to see anyone.”

      
      “He will see me,” the traveler said confidently, noting that the dark rims of her irises made them look transparent, as if
         one might see right through to her thoughts.

      
      “Mercy, why should he see you? Have you no respect for a dying man?”

      
      “I doubt that the old fustilugs is really dying. But he will see me nevertheless, because he sent for me. Sithee, I am his
         heir.”

      
      Instead of the hasty apology he had every right to expect from a servant who had spoken so pertly to him, she stiffened, saying,
         “You must have taken that notion from a tale of the same sort that I’ve just been telling the bairns.”

      
      His temper stirring, he said, “Mind your tongue, lass, lest—”

      
      “Why should I? Do you dislike being told you are wrong?” she asked. “For so you are if you claim to be heir to Old Jardine’s
         estates.”

      
      Doubt stirred. No servant of the old man’s would dare speak so boldly.

      
      Despite their kinship, he barely knew Jardine. But if even half of what he had heard about the contentious old scoundrel was
         true, Jardine’s minions would tread lightly and with great care—especially when speaking to another nobleman.

      
      “Who are you, lass?” he asked.

      
      She gently touched her belly. “I am his heir’s mother, or mayhap his heir’s wife. Whichever it may be,” she added, squaring
         her shoulders and giving him look for look, “I can tell you without hesitation that you are not his heir.”

      
      Stunned, he realized that Old Jardine’s lie came as no surprise to him. He had suspected some deception but only in that he
         doubted the old man was really dying. Ruthlessly stifling the unexpected anger that leaped in response to her near disdain,
         he said, “I expect, then, that you must be Will Jardine’s wife.”

      
      “Aye, of course, I am—or his widow,” she added. “But who are you?”

      
      “Kirkhill,” he said.

      
      She frowned. “Should I know you? Is that all anyone ever calls you?”

      
      “People call me several different things. Some call me Seyton of Kirkhill. But most folks hereabouts know me as Kirkhill.
         My family has lived in upper Annandale for two centuries. However, as I am Will’s cousin, you and I are clearly kin by marriage,
         so you may call me Richard if you like, or Dickon.”

      
      “I will call you Kirkhill,” she said firmly, but almost as if her thoughts had briefly flitted elsewhere. “I warrant it must
         be Lord Kirkhill, though,” she added.

      
      “More to the purpose, my mother has the misfortune to be that old scoundrel’s sister,” he said.

      
      “Good sakes, I did not know that Old Jardine had a sister!”

      
      “I think she’d liefer not be one,” he said with a wry smile. “But he did send word to me that he was dying and bade me hie
         myself to Spedlins Tower.”

      
      “Then I expect that I should go and tell him you are here and see if he will receive you,” she said. “I will get someone to
         take you to a more comfortable—”

      
      “Nay, my lady—Lady William, I should say—”

      
      “‘My lady’ is sufficient,” she said. “No one calls me Lady William.”

      
      “’Tis the usual way, so forgive me if I have irked you,” he said. “In any event, I did not come here to kick my heels whilst
         my crusty uncle takes his time to decide that he does indeed want to see me. You will take me to him. First, though, I want
         to hear about what happened to Will.”

      
      “So do we all,” she replied.

      
      “God’s troth, do you not know? Jardine’s messenger told me that my uncle was on his deathbed and that I was to be his heir, so I assumed Will must
         be dead. But as you have that said you are either the heir’s wife or his mother…” He paused.

      
      “Aye,” she said, touching her belly again. “I do not know which it is. See you, Will was here; then he was not. He has been
         gone for over a fortnight.”

      
      “Then I hope you will forgive my asking if you and he were legally married. I am sure that no one informed my mother of such
         a grand occasion, because she would certainly have told me.”

      
      “Aye, sure, we were legally married,” she said with a flash in her eyes and deep flush to her cheeks. “If my good-father did
         not tell his sister of our union, it was through no fault of mine.”

      
      “It would not have been your fault in any event,” he agreed.

      
      Looking away, she added, “He has plainly called you here to no benefit of your own, sir. Doubtless, you would be wise to turn
         round and go home.”

      
      He waited until she met his gaze again, this time with wariness in her eyes.

      
      “Do I look like the sort of man who would do that?” he asked.

      
      [image: image]

      
      Fiona did not think that Kirkhill looked like a man who would go away just because she’d suggested that course. In truth, she was not sure
         what to make of him.

      
      He was taller and even more powerful looking than Will was, taller than she was by a head, and he looked as if he might be
         twice as broad across the shoulders. He had dressed for riding in leather breeks, boots, and a leather jack over a loose,
         snowy white shirt, similar to clothing that Will and many Border lords wore. But his features were more rugged than Will’s,
         so Kirkhill was not as handsome.

      
      He also lacked that air of menace that Will had worn so casually, but Will had not shown that side of himself to her at first
         either. There was something unnerving about Kirkhill, though, a sense of power, perhaps.

      
      Will had strutted about like a cock in its hen yard, chin jutting and with an expression that dared anyone to cross him. Looking
         at Kirkhill, she realized that Will’s posturing had missed the mark. His cousin did none of that, but no one could doubt his
         confidence in himself or his belief that he would get what he wanted.

      
      Despite his kinship with Will and a slight—albeit much neater—similarity of taste in attire, Kirkhill did not look at all
         like the dark Jardines. His curly hair was the color of dark honey, and his face showed darker stubble, as if no one had shaved
         him for a day or two. But he moved with feline grace, spoke well, and seemed perfectly at ease with himself. She envied him
         his air of certainty, recalling a time when she had enjoyed similar self-assurance.

      
      But to ask her if she was “truly married”! What a question! A true gentleman would not challenge a lady so—although, in truth, she had not met many gentlemen.

      
      The only ones that came to mind were her deceased father; her sister Mairi’s husband, Robert Maxwell; and her cousin Jenny’s
         husband, Sir Hugh Douglas. Sir Hugh was Fiona’s maternal uncle as well, although she barely knew him, and she had met Maxwell
         but once. If Jenny and Mairi had married them, they must be gentlemen, but she certainly did not count her cantankerous good-father
         as one, or her husband, if Will even counted still amongst the living.

      
      Gentleman or not, Kirkhill did not strike her as a patient man. And, if he was kin to Old Jardine and Will, she knew that
         she would be wise to do as he bade her.

      
      “Come this way, my lord,” she said quietly, and turned toward the kitchen.

      
      They passed through that vaulted chamber and up a wheel stairway to the main entryway and the great hall, crossing the west-to-east
         length of that hall to the inner chamber entrance near the north end of the dais.

      
      Fiona paused at the closed door, glancing at her unwanted companion. “His chamber is no pleasant place,” she told him. “He
         has a vicious, smelly mastiff with him nearly all the time, and my good-father will be in no pleasant humor, either.”

      
      “I’ll charm him into one,” he said, leaning past her to open the door and gesturing for her to precede him inside.

      
      Grimacing, she did. The room reeked as it always did of sickness, dog, and old man, the combination almost overpowering, and
         she wanted the business over quickly. The babe moved within her, pushing against the rib that still ached from twisting to
         see Kirkhill when he’d arrived.

      
      He showed no sign of minding the noisome air of Jardine’s bedchamber or the huge, deep-chested mastiff that surged to its
         feet, growling, when they entered.

      
      The inner chamber was the sort of large room wherein many a laird still held audiences, tended business, and slept with his
         wife if he had one. Old Jardine’s bed frame, large, elaborately carved, and draped with dark blue curtains tied back at its
         posts, stood at the center of the wall opposite the doorway, its foot end facing them.

      
      The fat old man was awake, propped on pillows, glowering at Fiona through piggy eyes. Hod, his personal servant, hovered at
         his side, holding out a cup to him.

      
      The mastiff growled again.

      
      “Quiet, Dobby! Hod, take that poison away!” Waving dog and manservant away, he returned his scowl to Fiona. “What d’ye want,
         lass? I told ye afore to rap on yon door and wait till Hod admits ye. Ye’re lucky the dog didna savage ye.”

      
      “That was my doing, Uncle,” Kirkhill said, urging Fiona farther into the room with a touch to her back but putting himself
         between her and the dog.

      
      Jardine exclaimed, “Richard! ’Tis yourself then? But so it must be, for ye’re the spit o’ your fiendish father, and forbye,
         ye’d be the only man to call me ‘Uncle.’”

      
      “I warrant I was no more than seven when last we met, for I’ve not been nigh the place since,” Kirkhill said. “And now, apparently,
         I’ve come on a fool’s errand.”

      
      “’Tis no foolish thing to answer the cry of a dying man,” Jardine muttered, his voice suddenly much weaker.

      
      Fiona nearly rolled her eyes. She did not believe the old man was any feebler than he had been the moment before.

      
      Evidently, Kirkhill agreed, because his voice took on an edge as he said, “But why did you declare yourself at the point of death and me your heir when you sent for me? Even if the first part should prove
         true, the second is patently false.”

      
      “D’ye think so? I’m thinking that only God kens if it be false.”

      
      Fiona gritted her teeth. She would have liked to remove herself from the old man’s presence, but curiosity and a suspicion
         that Old Jardine might have met his match in Kirkhill bade her stay as long as the two allowed it.

      
      Kirkhill said, “Your good-daughter is obviously with child, Uncle. And she assures me that she and Will were properly wed.”

      
      “Aye, ’tis true he did marry her, the young fool, thinking he could gain much thereby. He should ha’ had better ken o’ how
         matters stood.”

      
      “From your message, I thought he must be dead,” Kirkhill went on with a new note in his voice, a harder one that made Fiona look quickly at him and try to
         judge if a harsh temper was another trait he shared with his uncle and cousin.

      
      Not that she counted herself a good judge of men, for experience had proven she was not. But she had learned to recognize certain important things about them. So she studied Kirkhill carefully as he continued to gaze sternly
         at his uncle.

      
      Old Jardine continued to look at him as if he, too, were sizing Kirkhill up.

      
      The dog growled again, low in its throat.

      
      When the old man’s silence made it clear that he had forgotten the question or did not choose to reply, Kirkhill added softly,
         “Is Will dead, Uncle?”

      
      “He must be, aye.”

      
      “Even if he is, why did you say that I was to be your heir? I don’t like liars.” As soft as Kirkhill’s voice was now, it sent a chill right through Fiona.

      
      Old Jardine said in his usual curt way, “Nor do I tell lies. We’ve no seen my Will now for over a fortnight, so he must be dead. Nowt but a grave would keep that lad away this
         long without a word to me.”

      
      “The English have been restless for more than a month now, breaking our so-called ten-year truce by sending raiding parties
         across the line,” Kirkhill said. “Mayhap Will got himself killed or captured.”

      
      “Not captured. D’ye think he’d ha’ kept his name to himself? He’d ha’ said right off that he were my son, and I’d ha’ got a demand for his ransom. I’d ha’ paid it, too, for
         Will. He’s naebody’s prisoner,” Jardine added. “It has been too long.”

      
      “Even if he is dead, you’d still have an heir or an heiress, and soon, too, by the look of her,” Kirkhill said, gesturing
         toward Fiona.

      
      “Faugh,” Jardine snorted. “I’ll believe that when I see the bairn. Sithee, her mam lost more bairns than anyone else I’ve
         ever heard tell of.”

      
      “I won’t lose my child,” Fiona declared.

      
      “Aye, well, whether the bairn comes or no, Richard, I want ye to find out what became o’ my Will. I knew that if I told ye
         ye’d stand to inherit Applegarth, ye’d come here. And so ye did. The fact is, I’ve willed it so that if Will doesna come home,
         ye’re to look after the place when I die. Ye’ll do that right enough, I’m thinking, for a tithe from the rents.”

      
      “I will, aye,” Kirkhill said. “I’d do that for anyone, tithe or none.”

      
      “I’ve named ye lawful guardian for the bairn, too,” Jardine said with a darkling look at Fiona.

      
      Stiffening, she said, “My child will need no guardian but me.”

      
      “Even an I believed that, which I do not, ’tis my duty to name a suitable man to guard the bairn’s interest, aye—and yours, too, lass,” the old man said grimly.

      
      Wondering if that were true, she looked at Kirkhill.

      
      He met her questioning gaze with a stern look that somehow reassured her even as he gave a curt nod and said, “That is true, my lady. However, you should have someone whom you trust to look after your interest, a kinsman of your own.”

      
      “Should I?” Fiona said. “My father is dead, and my good-brother lives much of the year in Galloway. My uncle, Sir Hugh Douglas,
         lives nearer, in Nithsdale—”

      
      “They ha’ nowt to do wi’ her, and I dinna want any o’ them setting foot on my land,” Jardine snapped. “Get hence now, lass. I would talk wi’ Kirkhill alone.”

      
      Glancing again at Kirkhill and receiving another curt nod, Fiona obeyed.
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      When the lady Fiona had gone, Kirkhill faced his uncle. “I expect you think I should just drop everything else I might be
         doing and stay here with you.”

      
      “Nay, I’m none so daft as that,” Old Jardine retorted. “Ye’ll ha’ your own business to attend afore ye can see to mine. Moreover,
         for a time yet, I’m still good to look after things here. I just wanted ye to know how ye stand. All of Applegarth will be
         yours if Will be dead and the bairn also dies. The estates will be yours to run in any event until the bairn turns five-and-twenty.
         I’d like a lad o’ Will’s to inherit them, but I’m none so sure I’d want one wi’ that vixen-lass as his mam. Still, he’d be the heir o’ me
         own blood and Will’s, and in the end, God will decide the matter.”

      
      “He will, aye,” Kirkhill agreed, not bothering to conceal his disgust.

      
      “Aye, sure, but I’ll be damned afore I’ll see any daughter o’ hers take Applegarth, so ye’ll see to it that that doesna happen,” Jardine said with a straight look. “I’ve willed it so that only a male wi’ Jardine blood shall get me lands,
         but others may try to deny my will. I want ye to see that they dinna succeed.”

      
      “If I did not know better, I might think you mean me to do away with the bairn if it’s born female, or even to do away with
         its mother beforehand,” Kirkhill said bluntly, noting that every sign of the old man’s weakness had vanished.

      
      “Aye, well, if I thought ye’d do it, we might make a bargain, for I’ve nae use for her,” Jardine retorted. “Our Fiona be too
         hot at hand for any man but Will, and she doesna take well to schooling. Doubtless, a daughter o’ hers would be the same.
         Moreover, I’ve a strong notion that if my Will’s dead, she killed him. Sithee, she were the last to see him alive, and he
         were gey displeased wi’ her, too.”

      
      Kirkhill, finding it hard to think of the spirited lass as a murderess, said only, “I’ll see what I can learn of Will’s whereabouts.
         I should perhaps seek out someone from the lady Fiona’s family, too, to look after her interests.”

      
      “Nay, for I’ve willed it so that ye’ll look after Applegarth and after her, too. Mayhap we’ll talk more anon, lad, but I’m
         dead tired now. Ye’ll stay the night.”

      
      Mayhap he would, Kirkhill decided. He had no interest in talking further with Old Jardine, but he did want to learn more about
         Will’s intriguing lady.

      
      To his surprise, she was waiting outside the door to Jardine’s chamber, on the great hall dais. “He thinks I killed his son,”
         she said without preamble.
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      Knowing that the old man would have lost no time in expressing the suspicion he had already made clear to her, Fiona had blurted
         the statement, ignoring a pair of gillies hurrying onto the dais and away again with baskets and platters of food for the
         midday meal.

      
      Kirkhill heard her declaration with no apparent astonishment.

      
      “He did tell me as much,” he said quietly. “But unless Will was weaker than my uncle is now, I doubt that you could have overpowered
         him, my lady.”

      
      “That is kind of you,” she said. “I’m nearly sure I didn’t kill him.”

      
      His eyebrows arced upward, drawing her to note that they were darker than his hair and that his heavily lashed eyes were golden
         brown. “Nearly sure?” he said.

      
      With a shrug, she said glibly, “My good-father has accused me so often that I’ve almost come to believe him. The reason he
         sent for you is that he wants to learn the truth before he dies, so that he can hang the guilty person, whoever it is.”

      
      “I do understand his wanting that,” he said, nodding.

      
      “He will be gey pleased by your understanding, I’m sure. But mayhap, before you inform him of it, you should know one thing more.”

      
      Pausing, she added, “He also suspects you, my lord.”

      
      [image: image]

      
      Kirkhill saw that she expected him to express astonishment that Old Jardine suspected him. In truth, though, he would feel
         little surprise to hear that his uncle suspected nearly everyone he saw of murdering Will. The old man was even more despicable
         than Lady Kirkhill had led him to expect, but his disgust stirred strongest when he recalled Jardine’s treatment of the lass
         watching him so intently now.

      
      To be sure, he had seen for himself that the lady Fiona was likely less than dutifully submissive to her good-father. Recalling
         the angry flash in her eyes earlier when he had asked her if she and Will had properly married, and her stiff resistance in the sickroom to accepting a guardian for
         her child, he suspected that she had a quick temper. But she had also revealed that odd wariness when he had refused rather
         curtly to let her leave him waiting while she warned Jardine of his arrival.

      
      Still, other than her two brief protests, she had been quiet in the sickroom, so he doubted that she was the temperamental
         vixen Jardine had described and thought it far more likely that, if the two had a fractious relationship, his uncle was at
         fault.

      
      Kirkhill found it especially hard to imagine that she would behave insolently when Will Jardine was at hand. Not only had
         he heard as much about Will as he had about Old Jardine but he had also met Will—several times.

      
      Impatiently, she said, “Have I stunned you to silence, sir?”

      
      “Nay, I was just thinking about the last time I saw Will,” he said, recalling that his cousin had greeted him jovially with
         a plump, clearly willing, and experienced lass on each arm. “How long have you and Will been married?”

      
      She started to answer, for her mouth opened. Then she shut it tight and scowled at him before she said, “Do you ask such things
         of every lady you meet?”

      
      Irritation stirred in him again, although she had every right to object to his quizzing, especially with servants scurrying
         hither and yon. “Not every lady,” he said. “But I do know my cousin better than I know my uncle.”

      
      “Aye, sure, and Will is a man’s man, is he not? A scrapper, ready for any fight and never caring whose side he takes. A devil with the lassies, too, is he
         not? Doubtless you much admire him.”

      
      “Not much,” he replied. “I should think he’d make any woman the devil of a husband.” Noting that a number of people were eyeing
         them curiously, he touched her elbow, adding, “Shall we move away from this dais?”

      
      She let him guide her back toward the stairway, but he discerned new wariness beneath her casual demeanor as she said, “Doubtless
         my husband is no better or worse than any other man.”

      
      “Do you love him?” he asked, wondering what stirred him to such bluntness.

      
      Her eyes widened. “My good-father may have named you guardian to all his estates and to my child, sir, not to mention the
         possible murderer of his son. But none of that gives you the right to question me so presumptuously… not yet, at all events.”

      
      “Perhaps not,” he admitted. “I’m a curious chap by nature, so you are not the first to accuse me of presumption. Pray, forgive
         the liberty.”

      
      If anything, her beautiful eyes widened more, and for a moment, he thought she would not reply. Then she said, “I am unaccustomed
         to apologies, sir, if that was one. But neither am I accustomed to such questions from a stranger. I will accept your apology
         rather than delay you any longer, for I expect you will want to depart as soon as you have dined, and I shall not join you
         at table. With my good-father abed and no proper female companion, it would be improp—”

      
      “I fear I must irk you again,” he interjected. “Old Jardine has bade me spend the night, and I have agreed. Moreover,” he
         added, watching for her reaction, “I see nowt amiss in our dining together at high table. We are kinsmen, after all, and if
         that old man is truly dying, I will soon be responsible for you and your child. Therefore, I would take this opportunity for
         us to know each other better.”

      
      “To quiz me more, you mean.”

      
      “I swear there will be no more quizzing. You may tell me as little or as much as you like, or you may quiz me as punishment for my presumptuous curiosity. I will answer any question that you want to ask me.”

      
      With a sudden gleam in her eyes, she said, “Good. Did you murder Will?”
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      Fiona watched him narrowly as he said, “Nay, I did not.” Then with a slight smile, he added, “Did you?”

      
      Hesitating for only a moment, she said firmly, “Of course not. How could I? You noted yourself how unlikely that is.” Then,
         lest he declare that he had changed his mind about that, she added quickly, “Why did you ask me how long Will and I had been
         married, let alone whether I loved him?”

      
      “Because I wanted to know, of course. Why else would anyone ask?”

      
      “But that is a decision, sir, not a reason. Why did you want to know?”

      
      “Do you never ask a question just because you want to know the answer?”

      
      “Aye, sure, I do. But I usually know why I want to know even if it is only to see if the answer is what I expect it to be. Moreover, one equivocates—as you are doing
         now—only when one does not want to explain one’s reason. I think you did have a reason. And you said that you would answer any question I asked you.”

      
      “Aye, I did,” he said ruefully. “I wonder what demon caused me to make such a foolish promise.”

      
      “So, now you would forswear yourself, would you?”

      
      “I would not. If you must know, I saw Will twice this past year in such circumstances as would normally preclude a man’s having
         recently married.”

      
      “You saw him with other women, in fact.”

      
      “You are blunt, too. But, aye, that is so.”

      
      She shrugged as she had before to show him that she did not care what he thought of her attitude. But she feared that the
         effort was less successful than before. She feared, too, that he had guessed she knew of Will’s unfaithfulness, and believed
         that it must upset her. She had known, because Will flaunted his infidelity, and in the past there had naturally been times of distress. Of late, though,
         Will’s wandering ways had provided relief to her, but she could hardly say so to his imposing cousin.

      
      “We need not stand here in this archway like two posts,” Kirkhill said, putting a too familiar but comfortingly warm hand
         to her shoulder. “The midday meal was already in preparation when we left the kitchen, was it not?”

      
      “Aye, the men will be in to eat shortly,” she said. “You will want to refresh yourself before then, so I will summon a lad
         to show you to—”

      
      “I can look after myself, my lady. But you will dine with me.”

      
      “You give orders very easily for one who is not yet master here,” she retorted. “Why should I obey you?”

      
      “I am hoping that your curiosity will persuade you,” he said. “Sithee, I have taken your measure now, as I think you have
         taken mine. I have not taken back my promise, nor will I press you to reveal aught that you do not want to tell me.”

      
      She peered into his eyes, trying to judge his sincerity. She could not do any such thing, of course, yet he did seem to meet
         and endure her steady gaze easily.

      
      At last, wondering if she was making a grave mistake but as curious as he had hoped she was, if not more so, she said, “Very
         well then. I will dine with you.”

      
   
      
      Chapter 2

      
      
      Kirkhill believed in preparing himself for possible trouble, and he foresaw a spate of it ahead where her ladyship was concerned.
         If Old Jardine was right and Will was dead, she would not take kindly to his returning to run the Applegarth estates when
         the old man died.

      
      From what he had seen so far of the lady Fiona, she would challenge his authority buckle and thong, especially where her child
         was concerned.

      
      As a knight with years of experience in battle, despite the so-called truce that had been in effect between Scotland and England
         for the past eight years, Kirkhill had developed two basic rules for himself in preparing for battle: to learn as much as
         he could about his opponents and their surroundings, and to figure out the safest way to extricate himself and his men afterward.

      
      He smiled now, trying to imagine the lady Fiona as one of those opponents.

      
      She had gone to refresh herself before they dined, so he used the opportunity to make sure that his man, Joshua, had found
         suitable stabling for their horses, and to inform him that they would spend the night at Spedlins Tower.

      
      He found Joshua brushing Cerberus, Kirkhill’s favorite, albeit rather aged, destrier. He did not normally ride Cerberus on
         such journeys. But, having no idea what sort of welcome he would get, and certain that Old Jardine would not welcome a tail of Seyton men-at-arms, let alone house or feed them, he had brought only the unimposing Joshua, who had long
         served as his equerry and squire, and Cerberus, who was still as good in a fight as nearly any man Kirkhill knew.

      
      Joshua might easily have found another position as a knight’s equerry, but when Kirkhill had said he would welcome his continued
         service at home, Joshua had said amiably that such a post would suit him fine.

      
      Now the wiry, bristle-haired Joshua eyed Kirkhill quizzically as Cerberus blew a welcoming snuffle and nosed him, seeking
         an apple.

      
      Stroking the black beast’s soft nose as he gave it the apple he had taken from a basket in the hall, Kirkhill said, “I see
         that you found good stabling, Joshua.”

      
      “Och, aye, ’tis well enough,” Joshua said. “Mind your hand, though. The lad be feeling a mite testy, and ye dinna want to
         lose it.”

      
      “You know gey well that he has not nipped me since he was a colt,” Kirkhill said. “I’m guessing that you are the one who feels
         testy. What’s amiss?”

      
      “Nowt. But ye dinna look like a man who’s had his midday meal and means to depart straightaway. Likely, that would explain
         why nae one here has suggested that I might take a bite or two… of food, see you.”

      
      “Art saying that the people here lack a proper spirit of hospitality?”

      
      Joshua, a man of few words, grimaced expressively.

      
      “They are only now about to take their meal in the great hall,” Kirkhill said. “I came to tell you that Old Jardine has invited
         me to spend the night, and I mean to do so. You may come in with me now and eat your dinner with Jardine’s people, or I can
         have someone bring you something out here if that would suit you better.”

      
      “Thank ye, sir, I’ll bide here. I dinna trust these louts around our Cerberus, or even me own lad. I’m thinking I’ll bed down
         here, too, as ye be meaning to stay.”

      
      “Shall I taste your food before I let them bring it out to you, just to be sure they have not poisoned it?” Kirkhill asked
         with a teasing smile.

      
      The only reply was another expressive grimace.

      
      “Buck up,” he said. “We’ll leave in the morning when I’ve broken my fast.”

      
      “That’ll suit me, aye.”

      
      “Meantime, though, see if you can make a friend or two here, as we’ll likely return when Old Jardine dies. Try to hear what
         his people say about young Jardine, too. He’s been missing for over a fortnight.”

      
      “The young master, they call him,” Joshua said. “I doubt I’ll learn more than that, though. They dinna say nowt but rude comments
         about Sassenachs.”

      
      “And both of us born and raised Annandale men,” Kirkhill said.

      
      “Better nor most o’ them, I’d say.”

      
      “I ken your ways fine, Joshua. By morning, I’ll expect you to know all about Will Jardine. But I agree that you should also
         keep an eye on our beasts. Sithee, Jardine men are better known for stealing good horses and kine than for aught else.”

      
      “I’ll keep our lads safe, sir.”

      
      “I know you will.” With that, Kirkhill returned to the house, wondering what Joshua would think when he learned of his master’s
         newest charge.
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      Fiona had hurried upstairs to her bedchamber, determined to find at least one gown that would not embarrass her to wear. Summoning
         her maidservant, she said, “Do my hair in a single plait, Flory, and twist it up in that beaded net with the plain white caul
         that I brought with me from Annan House. For once, I want to look like Lady Will Jardine. Will’s cousin, Lord Kirkhill, is
         dining with me at high table today, and I do not want him to treat me like a child.”

      
      “Nay, then, if he’s a lord, he willna do that, m’lady,” the plump, rosy-cheeked Flory said reassuringly.

      
      “Mayhap he will not, but I’ve not cared about how I have looked for months, especially since I got so fat with the bairn.
         Today, I want to look tidy, at least.”

      
      “Ye’ll look gey fine, m’lady. That sky-blue kirtle we furbished up wi’ the lace from Master Will’s mam’s old gowns looks right
         nice on ye.”

      
      “You must dine at high table with us, Flory.”

      
      “I canna do that, m’lady. Old Master would learn of it straightaway, and it dinna bear thinking what he’d do to me, or tell
         that devil Hod to do.”

      
      “Then you must serve me at table,” Fiona said. “Old Jardine will not mind that. He will just say that I am putting on airs,
         but I do not want to dine on the dais alone with his lordship. In troth, I doubt that Old Jardine would like that any better
         than he’d like you sitting with us, for all that he’s had any number of thieves and rascals sit at that table with him, not caring a whit that I was dining there, too.”

      
      “He’d no like ye dining alone wi’ his lordship, nae matter what he does hisself,” Flory said. “Nor would Master Will like
         that neither.”

      
      A shiver shot up Fiona’s spine at the thought of Will’s reaction just to her concern for her appearance while she prepared to dine with Kirkhill. But she quickly decided that, having failed to show himself in over a fortnight, Will was unlikely
         to arrive in time for the midday meal. She did wish that he would show up at some point, though, if only to prove that she
         had not killed him.

      
      On the other hand, she would not grieve if he failed to return, especially if his absence was a natural result of his own
         customary behavior.

      
      She would not say as much to Flory, though. The maidservant knew her better than anyone else at Spedlins and was the only
         person there that Fiona trusted. But some things one did not confide to any servant, no matter how close and trustworthy she
         might be.

      
      Fiona was soon ready to go downstairs, and Flory declared herself ready after tucking a few straying blond curls under her
         cap, so they went down together.

      
      Kirkhill, already at the high table, stood as they approached the dais.

      
      Introducing Flory to him, Fiona added, “She has served my sister and me since our childhood, sir. She followed me from Annan
         House when I married.”

      
      “Then I am gey pleased to meet you, Flory,” Kirkhill said. “Do you dine with your mistress and me?”

      
      “Nay, sir, the old laird wouldna like that,” Flory said, blushing fiercely.

      
      “She ought to stay on the dais with us, though, or people will talk,” Fiona said. “She can serve me. No one will object to
         that.”

      
      “An excellent notion, my lady. Will you take your place now? Those at the lower tables were taking seats when I entered, so
         I assume that this must be a day when you dispense with the grace before meat at this meal.”

      
      She said, “The Jardines dispense with it every day, sir. The men here would likely revolt if their meat were delayed just
         so that someone could speak words over it. They are not much interested in Holy Kirk or—” She broke off when a thought struck
         her. “Good sakes, though, with a name like Kirkhill, I expect you may be gey religious. If you are, then you must do as you please, of course.”

      
      He smiled. “The barony’s name comes from the fact that my ancestors built their first house on a hill where a wee kirk had
         stood. That is to say, they thought the ruins looked like the remains of a kirk. Knowing these parts, though, it might as
         easily have been some pagan hill fort. Some of them did have chapels.”

      
      “Aye, Dunwythie Hall has such a chapel hill,” she said. “The Hall is my father’s primary seat—that is, my sister’s primary
         seat,” she amended hastily.

      
      “I know the Hall,” he said. “Dunwythie died some time ago, did he not?”

      
      “Just two years ago,” she said quietly.

      
      Silence fell between them as gillies began carving the meat and serving the food. Noting scarcely veiled looks from the men
         at the lower tables, and seeing two of the women and Jeb’s Wee Davy peeping through the service stair archway, Fiona felt
         more vulnerable than usual, sitting there with Kirkhill. She knew the men were muttering about her. Some did not even bother
         to lower their voices.

      
      The silence at the high table grew heavy before Kirkhill said abruptly, “Do you not usually dine at this table, my lady?”

      
      “I did before my husband vanished and Old Jardine got so sick,” she said. “Since then, I’ve taken my meals with Flory in the
         ladies’ solar. It lies on the other side of the north wall, to our right, as does the inner chamber. But one cannot enter
         the solar from here. It opens off the landing, where the porter can keep watch.”

      
      Scarcely sparing more than a glance that way, he said, “But there are other women here, for I saw them. I saw the children who listened to your stories, too.”

      
      “Aye, sure, servant women and their bairns,” she said. “But the few women who agree to serve inside stay in the kitchen with
         their bairns and do not eat with the men. The men prefer it that way, and so do the women, come to that.”

      
      “I see. Then I expect you will continue that practice when I leave.”

      
      “I’d have continued it today, had you not commanded otherwise.”

      
      Silence overcame them again until he said, “A number of those men seem to be looking this way too often for civility. Some
         even seem to be discussing us.”

      
      “Sakes, sir, you are not my good-father’s sole confidant. He has expressed his view of my husband’s disappearance to any who
         will listen to him. Doubtless, most of them believe that I murdered Will. If they are talking of aught else, it is to debate
         whether you might have done it instead, or have taken a hand to aid me.”

      
      “I see.” A grim note touched his voice, making her look quickly at him.
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      Kirkhill was angrier with himself than with anyone else, because he knew he ought to have realized earlier that rumors would
         be flying and would be more prevalent at Applegarth than anywhere else. That he had not was no one’s fault but his. Distrusting
         Old Jardine’s idea of hospitality as he had, he had ridden Cerberus and brought only Joshua instead of his usual tail. But
         he had failed to learn all he could about Jardine’s estates and his people simply because the old man had invited him and Applegarth was not enemy territory—and also because of the fine line that existed between gleaning helpful
         information and encouraging gossip.

      
      Kirkhill loathed gossip, and his people knew it. If he wanted to know what his neighbors were saying, he would ask. Otherwise,
         he did not want to hear it.

      
      Moreover, because of his mother’s connection to the Jardines, his people at Kirkhill were less likely to gossip about what
         went on at Spedlins Tower than almost anywhere else. He had not even asked Joshua if he had heard news of the place before they’d traveled south. Nor would he have done so before he had visited Applegarth and
         gained an impression of the place for himself.

      
      After hearing Jardine accuse the lady Fiona of Will’s murder, Kirkhill now realized, he had dismissed the notion as absurd.
         Had he considered the likely impact of Will’s continued absence and such an accusation on her ladyship, he would easily have
         deduced that she might be the subject of vicious gossip. The plain fact was that he had not thought beyond wanting to get
         better acquainted with her before he left, to show her that he was not an ogre who meant to disrupt her life.

      
      The initial silence between them at the table had surprised him, because she had found it easy to talk with him earlier and
         to say whatever came into her head. Now, sitting beside him, she stared at her trencher except when sipping her ale or politely
         accepting or rejecting the dishes that Flory offered her.

      
      “I owe you another apology,” he said quietly. “I did not expect your own household to treat you with such hostility.”

      
      “I told you I ought not to dine with you. You should have listened to me.”

      
      “I should have,” he agreed, meeting her gaze and this time enjoying the startled look in her eyes. Her face was not only beautiful
         but also expressive. He wondered how it would express itself in the throes of—Cutting off that thought, he said, “Would you
         be more comfortable if we left now?”

      
      “Nay!” She looked even more startled, but the look quickly shifted to one of annoyance, perhaps even anger. “If we were to
         walk out so soon, it would only give people more reason to talk.”

      
      “I will pay better heed to such things when I return, my lady,” he said. “I promise you that.”
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      Fiona did not bother trying to explain to him how little promises were worth to her, men’s promises in particular. She focused
         on the Jardine men’s behavior.

      
      “Do you think I run from their scorn and mockery?” she demanded. “See you, only a few of them still treat me so. I was but
         fifteen when Will married me, and they had cause to scorn me then, for I was young and silly. I knew naught of running a household
         like this one, with a master like Old Jardine.”

      
      “Few people, male or female, would know how to do that,” he said.

      
      She gave him a look, wondering if he was patronizing her. She did not like men who treated her like a fool any more than the
         ones who treated her like a child.

      
      “I did learn to fend for myself,” she said stiffly.

      
      “I am sure that you did.”

      
      He was a bit patronizing. On the other hand, he was listening to what she was saying, which was something of a novelty for her where
         men were concerned.

      
      She swallowed lingering irritation and said, “Their women and children like me. So, for the most part, the men here behaved
         better until Will disappeared. But they pattern their behavior on that of their master. To them, even before, I was the young
         master’s wife, no more. Now I’m most likely the witch who killed him.”

      
      “Surely, your parents—”

      
      “My father is dead, as you know. You mentioned his death yourself.”

      
      “I did, aye. But I was going to say that surely, at the time of your marriage, he made arrangements to ensure that the Jardines
         would treat you well.”

      
      Her cheeks burned, and she looked away, unwilling to meet his steady gaze as she said, “My father died before my marriage, so he was not involved in it at all. In troth, I prefer not to talk about that time in my life. Why do you not
         tell me about your family? Recall that you promised not to quiz me whilst we ate.”

      
      “I do recall, and I will tell you all about my family if you like,” he said. “However, I would like you to answer just one
         more question first.”

      
      Reluctantly, she nodded.

      
      “From what you’ve said, I’d guess that your father died about the same time you married,” he said, making her stomach clench
         so that the bairn within her moved sharply in protest. “Did Will Jardine have aught to do with his death?”

      
      The question was not one she had expected. Will did bear some of the blame, but much as she would have liked to blame him
         for all of it, she could not.

      
      “Will Jardine is guilty of many things, sir,” she said. “But not that. And, although I am nearly certain that I had naught
         to do with his death, I am responsible for my father’s. Now, if you will permit me, I shall bid you goodnight.”
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      As she moved to stand, Kirkhill put a hand on her forearm and said, “Nay, do not go. Turn as if you mean to speak to Flory—order
         some wine if my uncle keeps any in the house—or you will just draw more of the very attention you dislike.”

      
      To his relief, she settled back onto her stool with a slight gesture of her free hand to the maidservant, who came swiftly
         to her in response.

      
      “What will ye, m’lady?”

      
      “Prithee, have one of the lads fetch us some claret,” Fiona said.

      
      When Flory motioned one of the gillies over and relayed the message, Kirkhill took his hand from Fiona’s arm, confident that
         she would not run away.

      
      When they had their wine, Kirkhill said quietly, “Rest easy, my lady. I don’t mean to quiz you about your supposed responsibility
         for your father’s death. Some other time we may discuss that. For now, I seek only to learn if these louts might accuse you
         of wanting vengeance because of aught that Will did. So, sip your wine and tell me where your mother resides.”

      
      “I am not sure where she is,” Fiona said. “My family does not visit, nor have I seen any of them since my marriage. My good-brother
         and Hugh Douglas did come to Spedlins once, but Will and I had gone riding, so I did not see them. Old Jardine said he told
         them not to set foot on his land again, nor have they. My sister, Mairi, and her husband do stay at Dunwythie Hall at least
         part of each year, but they do not come here.”

      
      He saw Flory open her mouth and shut it again.

      
      “Flory, do you ken aught of Lady Dunwythie?”

      
      “Our lady Mairi be Dunwythie o’ Dunwythie now,” Flory said. “A baroness in her own right, she be. So, see you, when one talks
         o’ Lady Dunwythie—”

      
      “I do see, aye,” he said. “I was speaking of the lady Fiona’s mother.”

      
      Flory glanced at Fiona, then back at him. “Folks hereabouts do call her the lady Phaeline, m’lord. I did hear two o’ the men
         say that she were at the Hall. But she doesna visit here. The old master willna let any o’ them do that.”

      
      “Thank you, Flory,” Kirkhill said. “As soon we have had leisure to drink our wine, we will adjourn to another chamber, I think.”

      
      “My lord,” Fiona said, “if you would talk more with me, pray do so here. The only other chamber where we might be private
         is the ladies’ solar, but it shares a wall with the inner chamber, so Jardine’s Hod would hear us there. Old Jardine would
         dislike any privy talk between us now, and you will soon be gone.”

      
      He pondered those last words. Surely, she did not fear the old man in his present sickly state. But he could not cross-question
         her. He had already broken his promise not to quiz her further—more than once.

      
      “We will stay here as long as you think we should,” he said. “Shall I tell you about my sisters? I am cursed with three of
         them.”

      
      “Cursed?”

      
      He had diverted her thoughts, just as he had hoped. And, as he described for her the burdens of two older and one much younger
         sister upon an only son, he saw her begin to relax and enjoy her wine.

      
      “As you are Lord Kirkhill, your father must be dead, just as mine is,” she said when he paused. “Is your mother still living?”

      
      “Aye.”

      
      “Is she such a burden to you, also?” she asked with a smile.

      
      “Do you think that I find all women burdensome?”

      
      “Good sakes, how should I know? You will surely find me a nuisance, and doubtless, running the Applegarth estates and Spedlins
         Tower a nuisance as well. But you did not answer my question,” she added with a direct look.

      
      “It would be most impertinent of me to declare my lady mother a burden,” he said with a virtuous air. Then, with a wry smile, he added, “Forbye,
         she is the most submissive of creatures, so one would have to be truly unkind to think her a nuisance.”

      
      “Do you mean to say that she submits to your every whim and decree without ever a protest?”

      
      “Aye, and submits to anyone else who voices a whim or decree,” he said. “She is quite the most obliging woman I know.”

      
      “God-a-mercy!” Her gaze met his, doubtful at first and then with a most endearing twinkle. “Do you know,” she said confidingly,
         “I almost believe that you deserve such a mother. Does she never make a decision of her own?”

      
      “Never,” he said, delighted that she had so quickly caught his meaning and wondering at himself for enjoying such delight at his mother’s
         expense.

      
      “I have met women like that,” Fiona said. “Certain friends of my mother’s let others make every decision for them, rather
         than expressing their own preferences. However,” she added, “your mother grew up as Old Jardine’s sister, so one can at least sympathize with her and understand why she is as she is. Old Jardine disparages any decision that he does not make himself, and they say his father was the same. Imagine how horrid always to have lived with
         such men!”

      
      “You have lived with such men for two years,” he said, realizing that he had never stopped to think about why his mother so adamantly refused to express her opinions. It had simply irritated him that she would never do so.

      
      “I’ve lived here only two years,” Fiona said. “Just imagine, if you can, what I’d have been like after twenty or fifty years of living with the Jardines.” She shuddered and gave herself a shake, as if she, too, were thinking a thought that
         she had not considered before and was not sure she wanted to ponder any further now.

      
      Deciding that a change of subject was in order, he described his home to her and then told her about his favorite uncle.

      
      “Uncle James was a dashing knight in his youth and is still a great charmer, but he married young, lost his wife three years
         later, and has never remarried.”

      
      “Oh, how sad,” Fiona said. “My cousin Jenny’s father could never face marrying again lest he lose the second wife, too. He
         was also gey shy,” she added.

      
      “Uncle James is not shy,” Kirkhill said with a smile. “Nor is he sunk in misery. He is always paying court to some wealthy noblewoman or other,
         but he says marriage would kill the fun of courting, so his affairs come to naught.”
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