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Author’s Note


For those among you who make studies of British titles and like to understand them, please note that Sir Robert of Lestalric, although a baron and entitled to be addressed by lesser folk as “my lord” or “Lord Lestalric, ” would commonly (in the fourteenth century) have been addressed by his peers as either Sir Robert or Lestalric and referred to as such or as Sir Robert of Lestalric, or as Sir Robert Logan of Lestalric.


The key is that in the fourteenth century Sir Robert’s status as a knight was what set him apart from his fellow noblemen (i.e., landowners, primarily barons). Eventually, as protocols evolved over centuries, a baron Lestalric would commonly be known as Lord Lestalric or “my lord” and informally addressed by his peers as Lestalric.












Prologue


Two Miles Northeast of Edinburgh, March 1371


I hope ye’ve gained wisdom in your four years away, lad,” Sir Ian Logan, second Baron Lestalric, said sternly to his younger son.


Sir Ian stood before the huge fireplace in Lestalric Castle’s great hall, his silk-shod feet planted well apart, his thick arms folded across his chest. A rich crimson velvet doublet, silken hose, and gold jewelry proclaimed his wealth, just as the frown on his face revealed his doubt that his hope had been fulfilled.


Standing on the nearby dais, his heir, William, was a fair copy of his sire with the same proud posture and substantial, richly attired body. He, too, scowled at the third party in the chamber as he said, “We hope ye’ve found at least enough wisdom to tell us the damnable secret ye’ve kept to yourself since ye left here, Robbie.”


“Whether ye’ve the wisdom or no, ye’ll tell us, and straightaway,” the baron snapped. “I command ye.”


The baron’s younger son, Sir Robert, halfway into his eighteenth year, was six feet tall and extremely fit, for he had just returned home after earning his spurs on the field of battle. His temper stirred at being confronted so, but equal dismay aided him in suppressing it. He had arrived at Lestalric two hours before, hoping to succeed at last in marrying the love of his life and knowing he needed his father’s aid to do so. But he could not obey Sir Ian’s command.


All three men were dark-haired, hazel-eyed, and bore a strong family likeness, although Rob’s height was greater, his shoulders broader, and his hips slimmer than those of the other two. Only a few feet of the rush-strewn floor divided the three, but four years and dozens of similar confrontations before stood between them as well.


Rob, in travel-stained breeks and muddy boots, never having learned to communicate well with the other two, felt as if they were miles apart. Absently, he rubbed the plain gold ring on his left little finger as he tried to think what to say.


“Well?” Sir Ian demanded. “I ha’ asked ye a plain question. Any loyal man o’ this family would answer it straightaway.”


Again his temper stirred, but Rob said with forced calm, “You know I am loyal, my lord, so you must like-wise know by my silence that I cannot answer you.”


“I told you so, Father,” Will said. “He was nobbut thirteen when he went away, and the taunts he hurled at me then meant nowt. Why would our grandfather ha’ revealed aught to him that he did not tell you or me? Grand-father said himself that he’d told Rob nowt of any import.”


“Be silent, Will,” Sir Ian ordered without looking away from Rob. “Did ye no hear me say earlier, lad, that the Steward will soon be crowned King o’ Scots?”


“I heard you,” Rob said. “I don’t know what that has to do with me, although I expect we’ll all be attending his coronation at Scone Abbey.”


“And ye ha’ nowt to say that could add to the splendor o’ that occasion?”


“No, sir. What could I possibly know about the King’s crowning?”


“Will ye tell me your grandfather passed no useful information to ye?”


“He passed a great deal of useful information to me,” Rob acknowledged. “However, he talked mostly of the old days here at Lestalric and of hiding in caves and playing tricks on English invaders, raiding their supplies and such. Sakes, he must have told you all those same tales, and Will, too.”


Rob looked at his older brother, who was still glowering, and said, “I do apologize for my taunts that day, Will. But you’d made me angry, and well do you know it. In any event, Grandfather told you those same tales, did he not?”


“Aye, but ye ken fine we’re no talking o’ pranks to annoy the damned English. They ha’ kept out o’ Scotland now for nigh forty years, since those days he spoke of, except for a brief foray twenty years back when our lot nearly captured their third King Edward. What o’ family secrets, though? What d’ye ken o’ them?”


Rob shook his head. “I’d expect family secrets, if we had any, to have gone to our father as heir to the title, and thence to you. Surely, no one would confide such to me. Recall, too, that our grandfather died two months after he sent me to Dunclathy.”


“So he said nowt to you o’ his father and uncle wha’ were friends wi’ the Bruce,” the baron said. “Nor o’ things the two o’ them might ha’ done for the man?”


Rob frowned. “I know that my great-grandfather, Sir Robert Logan, whose name I bear, and his brother Sir Walter, whose name our grandfather bore, were with the Bruce at Bannockburn. I know, too, that they both went with the good Sir James Douglas and Sir William Sinclair after the Bruce died, to carry his heart to the Holy Land as he had asked them to do.”


“Aye, sure, for that be why our crest bears a heart proper on it like that o’ the Douglas,” Sir Ian said. “But what else d’ye ken o’ them?”


“I know that on the way, our two kinsmen were killed in Spain with Sir James and Sinclair, and that Sir William Keith and other survivors brought their bodies and the Bruce’s heart home again. What I do not know is how any of that can have aught to do with what you have asked of me.”


Sir Ian’s eyes narrowed, and he stared intently into Rob’s eyes, but Rob had been withstanding even sterner looks for four years. He met it easily.


“So ye ken nowt,” Sir Ian said with a heavy sigh. “ ’Tis a pity, because I’d hoped to advance ye. I’m told ye’ve been looking to wed the lady Ellen Douglas. Sakes, I’m told ye dared to talk wi’ her about it a year ago, when ye spent a day wi’ the Douglas at Tantallon but didna visit your own father nobbut a few miles away.”


Rob said tightly, “You know I had no choice in that. I rode in Sir Edward Robison’s fighting tail when he went to confer with the Douglas about English Border raiders who were becoming increasingly daring.”


“Aye, well, ’tis still a great pity that ye ha’ nowt o’ import to tell us now.”


William looked smug.


Rob remained silent, fighting to retain control of his unpredictable temper. He wondered if they could hear his heart thumping with the effort.


“Well?” his father snapped. “D’ye want the lass or no?”


“You must know I do,” Rob said. “What’s more—”


William interjected lightly, “Ellen’s a snug handful, to be sure.”


“Hold your tongue,” Rob snapped. “Recall that you speak of a lady and that you are no longer head and shoulders taller or four stone heavier than I am.”


“I can still best a stripling like you.”


Rob did not spare him another glance, thinking that whatever else Will had learned during his years of training with the Earl of Douglas, he had not learned chivalry. As far as he could tell, his brother had not changed a jot since they were fifteen and thirteen, when Will had lorded it over him at every turn, even calling him a bairn when he’d cried after their mother’s death. How Rob had hated him then!


On the other hand, Rob thought the Order had taught him all he needed to know in life except one important thing: how to keep his temper in check. Sir Edward Ro-bison, the commander he had served at Dunclathy, would have had something scathing to say about his impulsive reaction four years ago to Will’s teasing, but Sir Edward did not know about that and if Rob had his way, he never would. Nor would Hugo or Michael. His two best friends were ever ready with advice and censure if a man de-served either.


As he struggled to restore calm to his mind, Sir Ian said, “I’m thinking ye can put that lass straight out o’ your head now … ”


William’s expression grew smugger, warning Rob of what was to come.


“… because without more to offer her ladyship than your fine new spurs, I’m thinking she’ll do gey better to marry our Will.”


“She doesn’t want him,” Rob blurted before he could stop himself.


William laughed. “She’s got nowt to say about it. I’m heir to Lestalric, not you, and she’s Lady Ellen Douglas, daughter of the most powerful man in Scotland.”


Rob opened his mouth and clamped it shut again.


“Will’s right,” the baron said. “Moreover, if ye’ve nowt else to offer, ye’re nobbut a damnable disappointment to me and no worth exerting m’self for.”


Longing to reply in kind, Rob kept his teeth tightly together.


Still grinning, Will said, “You cannot have met the lass above three times in your life. If you think she’d want a scarce-tried knight when she can have all that Lestalric offers instead, you’re the same witless fool you were at thirteen, Robbie. Even if she did want you, her father would demand more for her and she would obey him. But it won’t come to that. Ellen has already accepted me.”


Rob looked at his father, but Sir Ian just shrugged.


“Tell me, my lord,” Rob said stiffly. “Had I been able to answer your question about this mysterious secret you think my grandfather told me, what would you have done? If Will has already offered and been accepted by Lady Ellen, then … ”


“Faugh,” his father said. “Had ye done aught to de-serve the lass, I’d ha’ spoken to Douglas about ye taking her instead. A man does what is politic, lad. Will kens that. If ye dinna ken as much after all your fine training, ye dinna ken nowt.”


“So if I had known such a secret and shared it, you would have passed it on to Douglas to gain his daughter for me instead of Will. Is that it? Or would you have let Will tell him, to add to his own stature and assure his match with Lady Ellen?”


Arms akimbo now, and chest puffed, Sir Ian jutted his chin and said, “Aye, and what if I had? In troth, I’d ha’ used it to further the Logans’ interest as best it could, and wi’ the right information, I’d ha’ seen ye both wed to Douglas lasses. ’Tis nobbut plain fact that any secret your grandsire held, the Douglas should ken. ’Tis his right as the most powerful descendant o’ the good Sir James.”


“Then I’m sorry I cannot oblige him,” Rob said with a stiff nod, turning away.


“And where d’ye think ye be going?” Sir Ian demanded.


Turning back, Rob snapped, “I’m bidding you adieu, my lord. I’ll not be back.”


“Aye, well, dinna come back then,” Sir Ian retorted. “And dinna expect nowt from me in the future, either!”


Furious, but still struggling to contain it, Rob said, “I don’t expect anything. As I’m such a disappointment, you should be glad to see the last of me!”


“Aye, well, I am, then!” shouted Sir Ian.


As he rode away from Lestalric, Rob did not look back, but thoughts of the angry exchange and a strong sense of betrayal continued to plague him, and never more so than when it occurred to him that although the first secret his grandfather had confided to him had naught to do with Lestalric, the second one did.


The key to it lay within the castle itself, and now that he had vowed never to return, he might never learn what that secret was.


Doubtless, though, it was just some family treasure or other. If so, even if he did find it, his father or Will would claim it. Nevertheless, for all his effort to restrain his wretched temper, it had been his undoing again. So, whatever course he took next, it should be one to teach him humility.


On that thought, he knew just where he would go, for although his father and brother had rarely made him feel at home, one family in Scotland always did.












Chapter 1


Stirling Castle, April 1380


The Earl of Fife, hereditary governor of Stirling Castle and third son of the King of Scots, sat behind the large desk in his audience chamber, sternly regarding the well-dressed young man who stood before him. Fife was a good judge of men, and this one seemed more confident in his presence than most. Fife’s formidable personality and ever-increasing power intimidated most men—with good reason.


“Who sent you here to me?”


“I came of my own accord, my lord,” his visitor said. “I own, though, that I came to you because I think we can help each other. I am told that, rightfully, you should be heir to the throne of Scotland but must bow to a lesser man.”


“It is true that I am more capable than my brother Carrick will ever be of ruling this country as it should be ruled,” Fife admitted. “However, Robert the Bruce set the order of succession years ago and ordained that it must go to the eldest son.”


“But the Scottish Parliament can alter that order, can it not?”


“Aye, if one could persuade them to do so.”


“I’m told also that you are a religious man, a follower of the Kirk of Rome.”


“That is true enough,” Fife said.


“If the Pope were to support you instead of the Earl of Carrick as the next King of Scots, would that not increase your chances of persuading the Parliament?”


“Aye, sure, but what would his holiness ask of me in return?”


“We seek information about the death of a cousin, the son of my late father’s brother. He disappeared whilst trying to find and return an item of some value to the Kirk of Rome. His own men believe he died at the hands of certain Scottish nobles.”


“What is this cousin’s name?”


“Waldron of Edgelaw, my lord.”


Fife leaned forward. “And these Scottish nobles. Do you know their names?”


“The Sinclairs, my lord, likewise cousins of Waldron on their mother’s side.”


“I did hear rumors about his death,” Fife said, “but my sources told me that from all they could learn, he died in a fair fight. Tell me more of this item he sought and why you think the Sinclairs had aught to do with his death.”


“First let me assure you that if you can aid me, his holiness will be grateful. You may be sure of great financial reward as well as holy favor.”


“Then something of great value is involved,” Fife said. “What is it?”


His visitor nodded. “They told me you were astute, my lord. ’Tis true that what Waldron sought was of enormous value, but it does belong to Holy Kirk.”


“Aye, sure, and I’d faithfully see it returned,” Fife promised. “But what is it?”


“Treasure, my lord, stolen from the Kirk nearly a century ago by the Knights Templar. Those who sent me believe the Sinclairs guard it now. Likewise, a woman now in their care but who is soon to marry and depart for the Highlands spent a fortnight with my cousin right before his death. Her name is Lady Adela Macleod.”


Fife was thinking. He said musingly, “Sir William Sinclair was one of the men who attempted to carry the Bruce’s heart to the Holy Land.”


“Aye, sir, and a Templar.”


“Perhaps, but you are the second man in as many weeks to speak to me of hidden treasure. I must think on this. Return tomorrow, and we’ll discuss it further.”


Roslin Castle, Thursday, May 10, 1380


“Smile, Adela. We brides should look happy on our wedding day!”


Lady Adela Macleod turned to her younger sister, Sorcha, who was certainly beaming brightly enough for both of them. But although Adela tried to obey her command, she knew her own smile was feeble at best.


She had hoped that her second wedding, unlike the first, might proceed without undue fuss or drama. However, although she knew that Roslin Castle’s highly trained guardsmen would prevent the kind of trouble that had cut short her first ceremony, she had already seen more fuss and ado than she liked. And she knew that before the day was over, she would see more. Nervously, she fingered the gold chain necklace her mother had given her the year before she’d died.


Sorcha reached to push back a long, thick strand of Adela’s straight honey-blond hair that had managed to slip over her shoulder to the front of her tightly laced golden velvet gown. Letting go of the chain, Adela stood quietly, even submissively. Sorcha’s pearl-trimmed caul and the simple blue, shoulder-length veil that matched her silk gown concealed her own curlier, amber-golden hair.


Adela reminded herself that fuss had been inevitable. Not only were there now two brides and bridegrooms instead of one couple, but when one’s hostess was a powerful countess in her own right, one had to expect such an occasion to merit extraordinary pomp and circumstance. And when one’s younger sister had married the countess’s favorite nephew by declaration a fortnight before, one could scarcely cavil when the fond aunt and one’s own fond parent insisted on a double wedding to sanctify both marriages properly.


Even her father, Macleod of Glenelg, had had little say in today’s wedding plans. His word was law back home in the Highlands, but Adela had not expected him to object to anything, because he planned soon to wed a widow in comfortable circumstances, which included a fine house in Edinburgh, seven miles away. The royal court was presently in residence there, and she knew that Macleod would do nothing that might stir gossip or jeopardize his own nuptial plans.


She had therefore understood from the outset that this wedding would be a grander occasion than her first attempt, which had taken place in the Highlands mere weeks after the death of the first Lord of the Isles. But the result was beyond anything she had anticipated. Her hostess, Isabella, Countess of Strathearn and Caithness, and the rest of the powerful Sinclair family had spared no expense.


Adela had not mourned any lack of splendor the first time. But after all the effort and expense, and in view of her own considerable gratitude, she thought it a pity that she could not feel more enthusiasm for this wedding.


As she waited near the chapel entrance with Macleod and the other members of the wedding party while the small but noble audience crammed into the chamber began to quiet down, she wondered why she did not care more. After all, other than the much larger group of friends and kinsmen unable to squeeze into the tiny chapel but assembling now in the castle’s great hall for the wedding feast to come, nothing but the setting had changed—and Sorcha’s role, of course, and Sir Hugo Robison’s presence today at Sorcha’s side.


Adela’s bridegroom remained the same. And a generous, kind man Ardelve was, too. He was fond of her, she knew, and would make few demands with which she would not willingly comply.


So far, he had asked only that she manage his large household in Kintail near Chalamine, her family home. It was a responsibility that she expected to enjoy far more than the near decade of running her father’s much less manageable household.


Although Sorcha insisted that Ardelve was too old and pompous to make a good husband, Adela liked him. To be sure, he was nearly as old as her father, had been twice married and widowed, and had a grown son older than she was. But his children had raised no objection to the marriage, and his cousin, Lady Clendenen, the wealthy widow whom Macleod intended to marry, stood in the front row now with an approving smile, waiting for the ceremony to begin.


As a result, Adela believed her marriage to Ardelve would be as happy as anyone could wish. So what, she asked herself, was wrong with her? Why did she not feel something?


She normally felt things deeply, and she normally expressed those feelings easily. One had to do so, after all, if one was to manage a castle full of servants, let alone to manage such an unruly sibling as Sorcha had been or a father as blustery as Macleod could be. Even the youngest of her sisters, the elusive Sidony, had required just the right degree of Adela’s self-expression. But now—


So lost in thought was she that when Sorcha touched her arm again, she started violently and nearly cried out.


Sorcha’s smile faded to a worried frown. “Pinch your cheeks,” she said. “I vow, you look as pale as chalk. Is aught amiss? Does your shoulder still hurt?”


“Nay, it has healed,” Adela said, ignoring the ache that lingered from an injury a fortnight before. “I’m quite well.”


“You don’t look it,” Sorcha replied with her usual candor.


“Easy, lass,” Sir Hugo said, laying a restraining hand on her shoulder.


Not, Adela mused, that anyone—even the tall, hand-some, imperious Hugo—could restrain her sister unless Sorcha chose to allow it.


Hugo smiled as he said, “Doubtless you are recalling the last such occasion, Lady Adela. But no raiders will interrupt today’s festivities, I promise you.”


Since he controlled Roslin Castle’s security, Adela knew he meant what he said. Politely if automatically returning his smile, she said, “Indeed, I have no such fear.” She could hardly tell him she felt nothing at all, that it was as if she were in a dream, disembodied, watching four unknown figures about to walk to the altar.


The look that crossed Hugo’s face then nearly matched the deepening frown on Sorcha’s. Adela saw his hand squeeze her sister’s shoulder a little harder, as if he sensed without looking that she was about to speak.


For a wonder, Sorcha kept silent.


Hugo said quietly, “You should not wonder if you do not feel a bride’s usual excitement, lass. It can be only natural for you to feel wary now. I’ve seen similar reactions in brave men after one battle, about to face another. I warrant it must be much the same for you now.”


“Pray, sir, do not concern yourself,” she said. “What happened to me cannot possibly match aught that occurs in battle. I suffered no hurt, after all. I do not believe he would ever have harmed me.”


Hugo’s grimace revealed his disagreement, but he did not contradict her. He said, “I think the piper is about to play.”


Macleod had stood quietly beside her, taking no part in the conversation. Now he said, “Aye, lass, and we’re to go first, ye ken, after your maidens. So hold your head high. Ye look well, even if ye’re no wearing blue for good luck.”


Adela took a deep, steadying breath before she said with forced calm, “I pray you, sir, do not tell me blue is a luckier color than yellow-gold, for I don’t want to hear it. Last time I complied with your superstitions. I even agreed not to marry on a Friday that fell on the thirteenth of the month. Only recall what those precautions won me.”


“Aye, sure, but it might ha’ been worse had ye no worn blue. Never ye mind that now,” he added hastily. “That gown becomes ye. It brings out the green flecks in your eyes and makes your hair look like golden honey flowing down your back.”


Adela tried to ignore the thought of sticky honey oozing down her back, reminding herself that he rarely paid compliments and was thus out of practice.


He held out his arm to her, and the fact that her maidens were walking up the narrow aisle between flanking rows of standing guests, nearing the altar, recalled her to her wits. Obediently, she placed her right hand on his forearm and waited.


Sorcha and her younger sister Sidony had served as Adela’s bride-maidens for the first wedding, but she and Sorcha had four attendants this time, three of whom they scarcely knew.


Sidony, blue-eyed and fair, looked beautifully serene as she led the way in, wearing a gown of pale rose. The next two were Sir Hugo’s younger sisters in lavender and pale green. The last was their cousin, another niece of Countess Isabella’s, in a straw-colored gown. All three had arrived only the day before.


Sorcha and Sir Hugo were already legally married, having taken advantage of the ancient Scottish tradition of simply declaring themselves husband and wife. Therefore, they would walk to the altar together. Sorcha had said she couldn’t imagine why they need marry again. But Countess Isabella had declared that she intended to see them properly wed by her own priest, and that had been that.


When the four maidens had taken places on each side of the shallow steps leading to the altar, where Ardelve and Isabella’s chaplain waited, Adela and Macleod walked up the aisle toward them. Sorcha and Sir Hugo followed, all accompanied by the piper’s tune.


Although only a few years younger than Macleod, Ardelve was a handsomer, more dignified-looking man with a trim beard and grizzled dark hair. For the occasion, he wore a high-crowned, white-plumed hat, a black velvet, sable-trimmed robe belted over parti-colored hose, and fashionable pointed-toe shoes.


Standing straight and proud beside Isabella’s chaplain, he watched his bride walk toward him, and when his gaze met hers, he smiled.


Adela replied with the same smile she had summoned up for Hugo but did not look away from Ardelve, grateful to have the excuse to avoid meeting the eye of any on-looker. She lacked the energy to smile and nod, and just wanted to have the ceremony and subsequent feasting behind her.


She reached the halfway point aware only of her hand on Macleod’s arm and of Ardelve’s smiling face before her. Then, an abrupt movement to her right and the clink-clink of something falling to the chapel’s flagstone floor caught her attention.


Turning her head, she looked straight into the jade-green eyes of one of the handsomest men she had ever beheld.


He had finely chiseled features, gleaming chestnut hair that curled slightly at the ends, broad shoulders, a tapered waist, and muscular, well-turned legs. And he displayed the three latter features to advantage in an expertly cut forest-green velvet doublet and smooth yellow silk hose. His cap bore a curling bright yellow feather.


He had begun to bend down, so he had certainly dropped something. But whatever it was lay where it had fallen, because as Adela’s gaze collided with his, he froze. Then, slowly he straightened, his gaze still locked with hers.


His remarkable green eyes began to twinkle. Then, impudently, he winked.


Startled, she wrenched her gaze away and sought Ardelve again, relaxing when she saw him, still smiling calmly. She did not look away again.


The piping stopped when she reached the two shallow steps that led up to kneeling stools awaiting the bridal couples before the altar.


“Who gives this maiden to wed this man?” the priest inquired.


“I do—Macleod o’ Glenelg, her father,” Macleod said clearly.


The priest beckoned to Adela, and releasing her father’s arm, she went up the steps to stand by Ardelve. Sorcha and Hugo followed, taking their places at her left. All four faced the altar.


Isabella’s chaplain stepped in front of them. After a long moment of silence, he said, “I be bound to ask first if there be any amongst ye today who kens any just cause or impediment to a marriage betwixt Baron Ardelve and Lady Adela Macleod. If ye do ken such, speak now or forever hold your peace.”


Adela shut her eyes, for it had been at this point in her first attempt to marry Ardelve that the interruption had occurred.


Today, aside from brief shuffling of feet, silence reigned.


Because Sorcha and Sir Hugo were sanctifying an existing union, the priest did not ask the same question about them, and Adela was glad to note that they both seemed blissfully happy.


She had seen them only once since their declaration, because immediately after Hugo had declared them married, they had removed to Hawthornden Castle, a mile down Roslin Glen to the north. Three days later, Adela had accompanied her sister Sidony, their elder sister Isobel, and the countess to pay them a bridal visit. But she had not seen them again until that very morning.


Isobel, now Sir Michael Sinclair’s wife and thus daughter-by-marriage to the countess, stood in the audience with her husband and his mother. There had been no time for their other three sisters to travel to Roslin for the wedding.


When the priest spoke Adela’s name, she wrenched her attention back to the ceremony, responding as he bade, and doing so calmly and clearly. The ceremony was mercifully brief, and although the nuptial mass to follow would last the usual time, she could recite her responses by rote and would not have to think.


When the priest declared them husbands and wives in the sight of God, Ardelve took Adela’s hand in his and did not let go until they took communion.


When the mass came to an end, Adela hoped no one would ask what she had been thinking about or if she had enjoyed her wedding. The entire ceremony and service had registered little more in her mind than mere passage of time.


Isabella did not allow the bridal couples to linger but whisked them off to the great hall to receive their guests and begin the wedding feast. Laughter and music greeted them long before they entered, because the festivities had already begun.


Musicians in the minstrels’ gallery played lively tunes until the bridal party appeared in the doorway. Then Isabella’s chamberlain stepped forward.


“My lords, my ladies, and all within this chamber,” he bellowed. “Pray rise to make welcome Lord and Lady Ardelve, and Sir Hugo and Lady Robison!”


As cheers broke out and the music resumed, Adela noted that two long boards for guests extended from the dais where the high table stood nearly the full length of the lower hall. Space had been cleared on the near side of the hall for the entertainers Isabella had hired to perform during the feast.


As they walked through the clearing to the dais with the others, Ardelve bent his head to Adela’s ear and murmured, “I would speak privately with you, my lady wife, afore we feast. If you will oblige me, Isabella has offered the use of her solar.”


“As you wish, my lord,” she said, hoping she had not done something to vex him already. Remembering her reaction to the green-eyed man, she dismissed that. Ardelve had shown no sign of being a possessive husband or a jealous one.


Crossing the crowded dais, they approached the door in the center of the wall behind it, skirting the high table, which would soon groan under the weight of gold and silver platters and trays of food, and jugs of whisky and wine, not to mention the guests’ goblets and trenchers that were already in place.


A Sinclair gillie thrust the door to the solar open for them.


Nodding to the lad to shut it behind them, Ardelve led Adela away from it, then said without preamble, “One hesitates to speak to a lady about her looks other than to compliment her, my dear. But all this splendor seems to have tired you. If you want to leave, I’ll gladly make our adieux and retire now to our bedchamber.”


“’Tis kind of you to offer, sir, but it would be unkind of us, not to mention most ungrateful, to do such a thing after Countess Isabella has put so much effort forth to honor us.”


“Faugh,” he said. “Isabella does what she does for Isabella or for Roslin. In truth, I am weary myself. But if you are sure you are feeling well …”


“I am, sir,” she said. “I am a little tired but no more than that.”


He looked searchingly at her, then said, “If it is any relief to your mind, you have naught to fear from me on this night or any other. If you want time to adjust to our marriage before taking up all your wifely duties, I will understand. I am in no great hurry, Adela, and would understand your preference for a more peaceful place to get to know your husband. Do you take my meaning, lass?”


“Aye, sir, I do,” she said, aware that she was blushing. “My sister Isobel explained what my duties will be. You are most kind, but I want children, and I have no objection to taking up my wifely duties whenever it shall please you. Moreover, if you do not want to stay for the feast, you have only to say so.”


He patted her hand. “I am content,” he said. “My household stands in great need of your woman’s touch, and I have need of that, too. Your thoughtfulness only makes me look forward more eagerly to our years together. You are right, though, to remind me that everyone here worked hard to provide our wedding feast.”


“I, too, am impatient for our return to the peace of the Highlands, sir.”


He smiled again. She thought his smile a particularly charming one and responded this time with her first natural smile of the day. No matter that Sorcha thought she was making a mistake. Sorcha, after all, had married Hugo, a man who always wanted his own way and made no secret about it.


Since Sorcha’s nature was much the same, Adela was certain that sparks often flew between them. With Ardelve, she was certain she would enjoy a more peaceful, more comfortable life.


He touched her shoulder, and then, as she turned toward the door, he moved his hand easily to the small of her back. She was astonished at how reassuring it felt there as they moved to rejoin the boisterous company. They took their places at the high table next to Sorcha and Hugo, the four of them standing behind chairs at the central places of honor facing the lower hall. Looking at the other guests nearby, Adela congratulated herself on her decision to marry Ardelve.


Members of the Sinclair family comprised much of the company on the dais, and thanks to Countess Isabella’s insistence, the seating order was unusual. Instead of the traditional arrangement with all the men at the left end of the table as viewed from the lower hall, and all the women at the right, the countess had declared that the bridal couples should take central place, with all others deferring to them.


Therefore, Isabella stood on Ardelve’s right, with her eldest son, Henry Sinclair, owner of Roslin, on her right.


Henry was also Prince of Orkney, a Norse title inherited through his mother’s family. In Scotland, though, even the heir to the throne—not to mention lesser men of the royal family—were earls and thus took a dim view of anyone else in the country claiming the title of prince. So, in Scotland, Henry was Earl of Orkney.


Beyond Henry stood Macleod with his intended wife, Lady Clendenen, between them and an empty space at Macleod’s right. Her ladyship, reluctantly entering her fiftieth year, was a plump, personable woman with fair, smooth skin, nut-brown hair, and pleasant features pleasantly arranged, who claimed kinship with everyone of importance in Scotland. Her lively brown eyes often twinkled, but to her ladyship’s oft-spoken chagrin, she lacked height. Even Adela, at just a couple of inches above five feet, was inches taller than Lady Clendenen. Standing now beside Henry, who was well over six feet, the plump little woman looked diminutive.


Sorcha stood on Adela’s left with Sir Hugo beyond, then Isobel, Sir Michael Sinclair, and Hugo’s father, Sir Edward Robison, flanked by one of his daughters on Hugo’s side and an empty space at the end. Everyone at the high table faced the other guests, who had all gathered around the two long trestles extending from the dais.


After the countess’s chaplain had spoken the grace-before-meat, the company noisily took seats, the carvers entered to the accompaniment of Prince Henry’s pipers, and gillies began bustling about with jugs of wine, ale, and whisky.


Adela sat quietly, speaking only when someone spoke to her. After a time, she caught sight of the handsome young man she had noted in the chapel.


He was speaking to one of Sir Hugo’s sisters, the elder, she thought. But the two girls’ gowns and veils were of similar color and style, and they were nearly the same height, so she could not be sure.


Glancing past Sorcha at Hugo, she was not surprised to see his frowning, intense gaze fixed on the same couple. She was certain he must be a most protective brother and had no doubt that he would have stern words for his unfortunate sister. Adela sighed. To think that her own sisters had once expected her to marry him!


Turning to Ardelve, she smiled as she shifted aside to allow a gillie to pour wine into her goblet. When the lad stepped back, she began to reach for it but pulled her hand back when she remembered there would be toasting.


Beside her, Ardelve said, “Take a sip or two, lass. No one will mind. The carver is flashing his knives, but they’ll be piping food from one end of this hall to the other for a while yet, so I’d also advise you to eat some bread with your wine.”


Another gillie, overhearing, instantly offered rolls from a basket.


Adela took one gratefully, tearing off a bite-size piece and eating it before she tasted her wine. It was fine claret, she was sure, but her sense of taste seemed to have deserted her along with the rest of her senses.


Ardelve also sipped wine, and when the ceremonial presentation of the first course ended, Adela was able to eat in peace, buffered on one side by Sorcha and on the other by Ardelve. Gillies kept food and wine flowing, musicians played, and the company remained noisily cheerful. The claret was heady for one who rarely drank more than half a goblet of any wine, and Adela began to relax.


At her left, Sorcha chatted merrily with Hugo, and doubtless most improperly, too. Adela had noted that the two seemed to talk about any subject that entered their heads, and she could not approve. In her opinion, people—ladies, at least—should display more decorum. But she had long since stopped trying to persuade Sorcha of that. She just hoped her irrepressible sister would do nothing to make the countess regret her unusual seating arrangement.


“Where is Sidony?” she asked when Sorcha next turned to her. “I’ve not seen her since we came into the hall.”


“I’ll wager she went upstairs to look in on our new nephew,” Sorcha said with a grin, referring to Isobel and Michael’s firstborn child, now a fortnight old. “She spends more time with him than with anyone else, and you can see how relaxed Isobel is. Had her bairn been lying upstairs alone all this time, she would be fidgeting by now.” Stopping a passing gillie, she asked for more wine.


“Dearling, you should have let Hugo give him the order,” Adela said.


“He is talking to his sister Kate,” Sorcha said.


Adela saw that the girl she had seen flirting with the handsome stranger was now sitting between Hugo and Sir Edward. The latter was chatting with the lady on his left, so she decided Hugo must have summoned Kate, because he was talking to her and looking very stern.


Kate looked annoyed, too, as well she might, Adela mused, remembering that she herself had once emptied a basin of holy water over Hugo’s head when she had had enough of his lecturing. Trust the man, a notorious flirt himself, to call his sister to order for harmless flirting.


Adela recalled, too, that people besides her sisters had expected her to marry Hugo and she had even considered doing so. Now she wondered at herself. She liked him very much. He was handsome, charming, and a famous swordsman.


But he had an annoying tendency to order people about, and she preferred not to have orders flung at her. Sorcha dealt with him better than she ever could.


Ardelve would suit her better. She would live close to her own home, see old friends and family whenever she liked, and he was wealthy enough to provide every comfort. Moreover, he never snapped orders at her.


She turned to smile at him again.


He was staring at his goblet as if he considered refilling it, but he sensed her gaze, for he turned his head and said, “I think this wine has turned. But I’ll not complain, for you are so beautiful that I believe I must be the most fortunate of—”


To her shock, his face froze, except for his lips, which opened as if he gasped for words to finish his sentence, and his right hand, which clutched his chest. Then, just as she realized he was gasping for air, he slumped awkwardly against Isabella.


The countess exclaimed and tried to hold him, but he collapsed to the floor.


Adela stared in shock.


“Sakes, I didn’t think he was even in his cups,” Sorcha exclaimed.


“He isn’t,” Hugo said, leaping up and moving swiftly to Ardelve’s side.


“Adela, turn away, my dear,” the countess said in a firm voice. “And, prithee, try to compose yourself, for you do not want to cause a stir. Indeed, I am sure this can be naught that should distress you.”


“His eyes are open, but I do not think he sees me,” Adela said without looking away.


Hugo still knelt beside Ardelve, but after only a cursory examination, he looked up and said gently, “I’m sorry, lass. I’m afraid he’s gone.”


She gasped, and tears sprang to her eyes.


Isabella signed to the minstrels in the gallery, and they began to play a lively tune. Startled, Adela looked up to see a trio of jugglers run into the clearing in the lower hall. Acrobats followed, doing flips.


As she began to turn back to Ardelve, she saw that although nearly everyone had turned to watch the entertainers, at least one person had not.


The man with green eyes was looking at her.












Chapter 2


The white linen cloth on the table draped to the floor, so the activity behind it remained out of view of the company in the lower hall. But Adela had no doubt the stranger had noticed Ardelve’s collapse. And if he had, others had, too.


Before turning back, she noted uneasily that the stranger was getting to his feet. She hoped he did not intend to approach the dais, but she dared not watch him, lest even such slight interest draw notice.


A gillie and one of Hugo’s henchmen knelt by Ardelve. The henchman’s lean, muscular form and dark, neatly trimmed beard looked vaguely familiar, but Adela paid him small heed. She kept her gaze fixed on the body of the man who had so briefly been her husband.


Lying at the center of barely controlled chaos, Ardelve looked only peaceful.


Gillies poured wine, served food, and made themselves useful. Taking their cue from their betters, they attended their duties as if nothing else were happening.


In the lower hall, jugglers juggled while acrobats did flips and cartwheels. People laughed and cheered them as the minstrels continued their merry tunes.


At Adela’s right, Isabella chatted with Prince Henry as if Ardelve had simply excused himself for a few minutes. But Ardelve still lay where he had fallen.


Hugo’s henchman glanced up at Adela just then, again stirring that tickle of familiarity. Then he touched Hugo’s arm and said something to him.


Looking over his shoulder, Hugo met her gaze briefly before turning to his wife. “Sorcha,” he said, his voice carrying easily despite the general din. “I think perhaps you and Adela—”


“Nay, Hugo,” Isabella interjected, turning from Prince Henry but looking as if she spoke to Adela rather than to Hugo. “They cannot both go. Nor Isobel. You should remove Ardelve to the solar for now in any event, since you three can easily do so without causing alarm.”


“But her ladyship should not stay here, madam,” Hugo said, his kinship and long-proven loyalty to the Sinclairs giving him license where others would dare take none. “To ask that she remain is unfair to her. Nor should you expect her to stay with … with him in the solar until we can arrange matters more suitably.”


“I agree,” Isabella said with a slight gesture to her right that brought Lady Clendenen at once to stand by her chair, smiling as if naught were amiss. Without a blink, she stepped carefully out of the way of Hugo and his helpers.


Standing beside the countess as she was, her ladyship was only a head and a few inches taller. She was, However, a good many inches wider than the willowy Isabella. Her expression, although remaining cheerful, revealed her concern.


“What can I do to help, madam?” she asked with a glance at Adela.


“Take Lady Ardelve up to her chamber, Ealga,” Isabella said. “If you take the northwest stair corridor yonder, anyone who notes your departure will assume the two of you mean to visit the garderobe tower. A casual departure will give those who may have noted Ardelve’s collapse to think only that he suffers from an excess of wine, especially when Hugo helps Einar and Ivor carry him into my solar.”


The name Einar was familiar, too, but Adela lost interest in Hugo’s henchman when Lady Clendenen said, “But, surely, when Adela fails to return …”


“By then, most will have forgotten the incident. Those who recall it will assume that the bride and groom simply arranged a ruse to let them slip away for the usual purpose. Few of our guests have been in the solar, after all. Even fewer will recall that it opens only onto this dais.”


“Why, that is true, for that chamber is a quite new addition, is it not?”


Adela heard their words but paid scant heed, feeling compelled to watch the men prepare to move Ardelve. Lady Clendenen’s touch on her shoulder a moment later startled her so she nearly leaped off her chair.


“Forgive my smiling after so tragic an event, Adela dear,” her ladyship said. “But we must try to look unconcerned unless we want everyone in the lower hall to know what is happening. If that happens, both the concerned and the curious will instantly surround us. But if we can manage to look as if naught is amiss, they will carry Ardelve out quietly, as if he were in his cups. Then, the feasting can continue.”


Adela nodded, grateful for the chance to get away. As she stood, Sorcha said quietly, “Do you want me to go with you?”


Adela glanced at her. “The countess said—”


“If you want me, I’ll go, no matter what anyone says,” Sorcha said firmly.


“Nay,” Adela said. “She’s right. ’Twould create a stir, and I don’t want that.”


“Very well. Then I’ll come to you as soon as I can get away.”


“Smile at her, Adela,” Lady Clendenen said quietly.


With difficulty, Adela directed a wan smile at her sister, then turned to join her ladyship, noting with relief that Hugo and his man had lifted Ardelve out of her path and were taking him into the solar.


“Look at me, dearling, or at the floor in front of you,” Lady Clendenen advised as they passed the others.


“Thank you for your kindness, madam,” Adela murmured.


“Sakes, my dear, you need use no such formal tone with me. We’ll be close kin when I wed your father, so I already think of you as my daughter.”


“Thank you,” Adela said again, finding it hard to keep looking ahead or at the floor, because she had a most in-appropriate urge to see if the handsome stranger still watched her or if he had left the chamber.


Sharp movement from her companion as they neared the west end of the dais drew her to see Lady Clendenen signal repressively to someone. Following her gaze, Adela saw the tall, broad-shouldered figure in the forest-green velvet doublet and yellow hose turning away.


He glanced over his shoulder, then paused when he caught her eye.


“You need speak to no one,” Lady Clendenen said, putting a small but firm hand under Adela’s elbow as they stepped off the dais and urging her thus to walk more briskly toward the nearby archway.


“Do you know that man, madam?” Adela asked, believing her companion would need no further identification. “I own, I do not, although I saw him earlier in the chapel. I also saw him speaking briefly with Sir Hugo’s sister Kate.”


“Aye, sure,” Lady Clendenen said with her cheerful smile. “For is he not le chevalier Etienne de Gredin, one of my own kinsmen? Sithee, he is a distant cousin on my mother’s side and likewise kin to le Duc d’Anjou. He tends to be a trifle encroaching, but he is a most charming and amusing creature withal.”


“He is French then.”


Lady Clendenen shrugged. “Most of us have French blood in us, do we not? However, Etienne’s people came over with the Conqueror, as did the Sinclairs’ and my own. His father, before he died, was envoy to France, and I warrant Etienne has as many kinsmen in France as he does here. He travels there frequently. But then many young men of good birth who have access to boats do, do they not? He wants to meet you, which is doubtless why he had the impertinence to approach. But then, he does not know it was impertinence, because he does not yet know of Ardelve’s death. Nevertheless, I cannot allow him to annoy you at such a difficult time.”


“Thank you,” Adela said. “I do not want to talk to anyone.”


“I’ll present him another time,” Lady Clendenen said. Then, with a direct look, she said, “I hope you do not mean to mourn overlong, my dear. Ardelve would not want that, not for a lass of your youth and beauty.


“Indeed,” she went on before the astonished Adela could speak, “you must not shut yourself away or waste your attractions. A woman of your years requires a husband to be respectable. But I shall say no more about that now. I shall chatter away, to be sure, but you need heed none of it.”


It was as well that she added the last, because Adela could think of nothing to say. That her ladyship could even raise such a subject seemed outrageous, but Adela was sure that any reply she might make would only be more so.


“Such an odd way for Ardelve to go,” her ladyship went on as they entered the stair hall and approached the stairway in the thick walls forming its northwest corner. “Still, I doubt he would object much to it if one could seek his opinion.”


Motioning for Adela to precede her up the stairs, she added without pause, “It is certainly a better passing than my late husband’s. He was wounded in battle, poor man, and it took him months to die. To my mind, Ardelve’s was a gentler way. Not that you will thank me for saying that. Indeed, your mind must seem befogged now, but we will talk again when you can think clearly. In the mean-time, I’ll just keep talking to put off anyone else who might approach us.”


Adela let her prattle on, although they met no one other than a hastily curtsying maidservant before reaching the bedchamber that, until that morning, had been Adela’s alone since her arrival at Roslin.


When she opened the door, the crackling fire on the hooded hearth drew her attention at once. Since she assumed that a chambermaid or gillie had lighted the fire to warm the room, the sight of a man turning sharply from the bed made her gasp and clap a hand to her breast.


Making a swift, deep bow, he said, “I pray ye’ll for-give me, Lady Ardelve. I didna expect—”


“Mercy,” Lady Clendenen exclaimed, putting a hand to Adela’s shoulder and urging her into the room. “ ’Tis a wonder we did not startle one another witless, Angus. It quite slipped my mind that you’d likely be here, putting all in readiness for your master and his lady.”


“Aye, sure, Lady Clendenen. But, surely, the feasting ha’ only just—”


“Angus, a dreadful thing has happened,” her ladyship interjected. She explained hastily.


“The laird be dead?” The man frowned heavily. “But he had nowt amiss wi’ him earlier, nowt that I who ha’ served him these thirty years past could see.”


“Nevertheless,” Lady Clendenen said on note of warning, “Ardelve is dead, Angus, and we must look after her young ladyship now.”


“Aye, sure, me lady,” Angus said. “But me duties now lie wi’ me laird.”


“They do, and you may go to him at once. But no one in the lower hall must suspect the tragedy. I warrant most of them believe he just took too much drink.”


“Beg pardon, me lady, but the laird ha’ kinsmen here, ye ken. Some o’ them will take it gey amiss an ye dinna tell them at once.”


“Those who must be told will be told,” Lady Clendenen agreed. “But few if any members of his immediate family were able to come on such short notice.”


“Aye, ’twas done in a blink.” He frowned. “We’ll take him home, o’ course.”


“Arrange it as you will,” she said. “I know you’ll see it done as it should be.”


Adela shivered at the thought that everyone would expect her to escort her husband’s corpse on its long journey home to Loch Alsh. “How … how will we manage that?” she asked.


Angus was already out the door, but Lady Clendenen said briskly, “You, my dearling, will manage best by letting Angus look after Ardelve. I know I am not truly your mother, of course, but you would be wise to heed my advice.”


“I am grateful for it, madam. You must know far more about such situations than I.” Meeting Lady Clendenen’s astonished gaze, Adela grimaced. “I beg your pardon,” she said. “I should not—”


“Bless you,” her ladyship said with a chuckle. “You need not fret when you say just what you think to me. I am of that same ilk, myself.”


“But I should not—”


“No more apologies, for I mean to speak plainly myself,” Lady Clendenen said. “Your pallor alarms me, child. I know all about your dreadful abduction a few weeks ago. ’Tis because of it that I fear you might look on this tragic incident as an excuse to immure yourself in Ardelve’s castle. That will not do at all.”


“But duty requires that I accompany him home, madam, and see him buried.”


“I do not recommend it,” her ladyship said. “But may I suggest that you will feel better if you wash your face and hands? I am sure there is no hot water in here yet, but there must be cold water in that ewer on the washstand. Let me wet a cloth for you whilst you sit on that stool by the hearth. Despite the fire, it is chilly in here.”


Deciding that matters had been taken out of her hands if, indeed, she had ever held them, Adela obeyed, realizing only as the fire’s warmth began to penetrate that her hands and feet were icy cold.


Holding them out to the warmth, she said nothing until her ladyship returned to her with a damp cloth, and then only to express her thanks.


“Here is a towel, too,” Lady Clendenen said, laying a small one across Adela’s lap before moving to the window. “Sakes, what happened to our sunlight?” she demanded, sweeping the curtains aside, “I swear I saw no sign of this murk approaching when we crossed the court-yard earlier.”


Adela lowered the damp cloth to see curling wisps of mist outside the window. “How thick is it?”


“Thick enough that Isabella will find herself with more overnight company than she expected.”


“That won’t trouble her,” Adela said. “Hugo will be annoyed, because if it gets too thick, he’ll have to take the guards off the ramparts and send them and any number of others into the glen to keep watch over the approaches to the castle.”


Lady Clendenen shrugged. “I’ve seen fog in these parts so dense that one could scarcely see one’s hand before one’s face even in daylight. ’Tis bad near any river, and especially so here with the Esk flowing right round three quarters of Roslin’s promontory. The lads will not find it so murky in the woods.”


Adela pressed the damp cloth against her forehead. Despite the chill, it felt good against her face. And with the cloth over her eyes, she felt a sense of badly needed solitude, if only while her companion remained silent, gazing out at the fog.


Hearing movement of her ladyship’s return to the fire, she lowered the cloth.


“Do you feel as if you could talk a bit now?” Lady Clendenen said as she returned the towel to the wash-stand. “I do not think we should put it off. Sithee, my dear, ’tis your future at stake. I’d not have you make a muddle of it.”


The last thing Adela wanted was to have to listen to more advice. But neither did she want her ladyship to prod her more about her feelings when the plain truth was that she still felt nothing. That she had been shocked at Ardelve’s death was certainly true, but the sensation had passed with surprising speed.


That was not a fact she wanted to admit to his cousin, regardless of how kindly the woman felt toward her. She was distressed at the lack herself and could only imagine what Lady Clendenen would think of such an unfeeling bride. So, with nothing else to say, she kept silent.


Drawing up a second stool, her ladyship settled her-self on its cushioned seat and stared into the flames before she said, “I know things are happening quickly. You’ve scarcely had a moment to think, but people are going to want to know what you mean to do, my dear, so you would be wise to have a plan. Did Ardelve explain the settlements he made or suggest what he might expect you to do in such a case? Not that he expected any such thing to happen today,” she added with a grimace. “But he was a sensible man. I know he left you enough to insure your comfort.”


“I paid no heed to the settlements,” Adela confessed. “He arranged them with my father. ’Tis the usual way, I’m sure.”


“Well, they did discuss some of them with me,” her ladyship said. “For example, with regard to an allowance—”


A double rap on the door barely gave them warning before it opened and Lady Sidony Macleod erupted into the room, her pink skirts still rustling as she said impulsively, “I just heard, Adela, and they said you had come—”


Stopping short in visible dismay, she bobbed a curtsy to Lady Clendenen, adding, “I beg your pardon, my lady! I ought not to interrupt, but I just learned what happened and feared Adela would be all alone. I should have known someone would be with you, dearest,” she added, moving to hug Adela. “How can I help?”


“Sit with us, of course,” Adela said, knowing Sidony would be hurt if she sent her away. “How did you hear?”


“I was looking after Isobel’s baby, but his nurse returned and said I ought to go down,” Sidony said, pulling another stool up beside Adela’s. “So I did, but when I heard what had happened, I came right here to you. Isobel said she and Sorcha will come as soon as they can. Others have begun to ask questions, she said. I do not know how anyone thought they could conceal Ardelve’s death for long.”


Adela suppressed a sigh. Much as she loved her sisters and respected Lady Clendenen, she longed for solitude.


Sidony looked guiltily at Lady Clendenen. “I interrupted your conversation, madam, but I hope you do not want me to go away.”


“No, indeed, my dear,” Lady Clendenen assured her. “Mayhap you can help me persuade Adela that she need not return at once to the Highlands.”


“But why should she?”


Adela said, “I must accompany Ardelve, of course. He will be buried at home, and his home is mine too now, after all.”


“Is it?” Sidony frowned. “Must you go soon?”


“Of course, I must. He is—was—my husband.”


“As to that,” Lady Clendenen said, “I wonder if that need be so. Forgive my plain speaking again, Adela, but I did see you and Ardelve step into the solar before you joined the rest of us at table. You were alone there, were you not?”


“Quite alone, madam. Why?”


“Did he…that is, did the two of you…? Oh, mercy, I’ll just say it. Is it possible that the two of you consummated your marriage then?”


“In Countess Isabella’s solar?” The words came out in a near shriek.


Lady Clendenen’s lips twitched. “I suppose not.”


Sidony looked from one to the other. “No one would dare do such a thing in the countess’s solar with half the world outside the door, madam.”


“I had to ask the question,” Lady Clendenen said. “Sithee, we were talking earlier of the settlements, Adela, and that subject may be troubling you. I can assure you, the important ones would not be affected by an annulment now.”


“Annulment?” Adela stared at her. “I couldn’t. What would people say?”


“Nothing when they learn that I support the idea,” Lady Clendenen said. “Especially when they understand that Ardelve arranged for such a possibility from the start. His death before the two of you had children was always a risk. None of us gets to choose his own time, Adela, and he wanted to be sure you were secure. Do you know his son, Fergus?”


“I met him once,” Adela said. “He is just a year or so older than I am.”


“Yes, and he will marry this year himself,” Lady Clen-denen said. “You would be most uncomfortable living with him and his bride. Fergus would attempt to be civil, as I know you would, but you would still be a stranger in their midst.”


“I could always move back to Chalamine,” Adela said.


“Do you want to go from being a bride back to being your father’s daughter in your father’s house?”


Sidony said quietly, “Would that not be somewhat the same thing, Adela? Forgive me, Lady Clendenen, but Sorcha did say you were reluctant to marry our father if you had to share the management of his household with his daughters.”


“This has naught to do with me,” Lady Clendenen said, clearly taking no offense at Sidony’s words. “You are five-and-twenty, Adela, a woman grown. You have had the barest taste of marriage—only an hour of it! You need not seek annulment if the thought troubles you, but if you do not use the money he left you to secure your proper place amongst Scottish nobility, I’ll tell you what will happen. Do you want to dwindle into an unhappy dependent of your father or your stepson?”


“Madam, even if I could do as you suggest, you cannot mean for me to shrug Ardelve off as if he’d meant nothing to me. I won’t do that.”


“Aye, ’twould be most unseemly. But to wallow in your widowhood with no more to your relationship than an hour-long, arranged marriage would be more so.”


Adela gasped. But before she could find words to express her outrage, the door opened again and Sorcha entered with Isobel. Finding cushions for themselves, they sat on the floor, big with news from the great hall, where word of Ardelve’s death, once known, had spread quickly.


Sorcha said indignantly, “One horrid man actually said that Adela must be suffering from some dreadful curse.”


“Insolence!” Sidony exclaimed. “Who dared say such a thing?”


“Some arrogant courtier,” Isobel said. “He said it is plain from her abduction, and now this tragedy, that God never intends Adela to marry.”


They shared more anecdotes from the feast hall before Sorcha said, “You’ve barely spoken, Adela. Ardelve’s death was a dreadful shock, but surely it is not only grief that has silenced you. What’s troubling you so?”


Adela shook her head, but Lady Clendenen said, “I fear I took the opportunity before the rest of you arrived for some plain speaking.”


When the others exchanged bewildered looks, she added with a smile. “I said nothing dreadful, I promise. I merely pointed out to Adela that she has choices to make and suggested she consider carefully what she means to do next.”


Her ladyship explained, and the conversation took its course once again without assistance from Adela. Her sisters were happy to discuss what she should do, although all three seemed to agree that her future looked bleak.


“But if she truly has money of her own now …” Sorcha began thoughtfully.


“Aye, sure, that will make things easier,” Isobel said. “And you can always stay here at Roslin with Michael and me, Adela.”


“I’m sure you could stay with Sorcha and Hugo at Hawthornden, too, if you’d rather,” Sidony said.


“As to that,” Sorcha said, biting her lip, “I do not know that we will be at Hawthornden much longer. Sir Edward has said Hugo should go with Donald of the Isles when Donald leaves court to return home, and I mean to go with him. I have things to collect from Chalamine, and Sir Edward suggested that we might spend some time at Dunclathy on our way back, to see that all is in order there. We plan to be away most of the spring and summer.”


“But Adela could stay at Hawthornden even without you, could she not?” Sidony persisted.


“If she wants to, I suppose she can. I’ll ask Hugo.”


“She has other options,” Lady Clendenen said. “Besides a generous financial settlement, Ardelve left her a house in Stirling, to use for her lifetime. Or, if she likes, she can stay with me in Edinburgh. I’d enjoy her company.”


“Thank you, my lady,” Adela said. “However …”


“Pray, don’t say that you will not,” Isobel cut in swiftly, and soon the others were discussing her among themselves again as if she were not there.


Adela shut her ears to it all, staring into the flickering firelight, until Sidony said abruptly, “What do you want, Adela?”


For perhaps the first time in her life, Adela did not hesitate to say exactly what she was thinking: “I want you all to go away and leave me alone.”


Sidony’s eyes widened. “But—”


“I don’t want to live in Edinburgh or Stirling, or in any town. Nor do I want to impose myself on you or Sorcha, Isobel. I’ll do my duty to Ardelve, and then I will go home. But all I want now is peace, so go away, all of you, and let me be!”


A moment later, the door clicked shut behind them and she had her wish.


At first, she was grateful, but it was not long before her thoughts and emotions began to plague her. What had happened too many times before was happening again. Unfair though she knew it to be, she was angry with Ardelve for dying, just as she had been angry when her mother had died, and her sister Mariota.


A voice in her head suggested that she should depend on nothing and no one. People could not control the Fates. Certainly, she could not. The voice in her mind seemed so loud that she began to wonder if she were going mad.


Why had she told them so rudely to leave? What would they think of her?


The iron control she had developed had slipped away without warning, and the result was as she had so often feared. She had to regain her composure and keep it, because what might happen if she lost it altogether did not bear thinking about.


Deciding she might relax if she lay down on the bed, she did so without even taking off her dress. No sooner did she shut her eyes than she fell asleep.


A nightmare wakened her. She did not recall details, only that she had been frightened witless as usual and felt as if she were choking. She had suffered from bad dreams since her abduction, but this time her necklace had tightened round her throat as she slept. So, at least, she told herself as she straightened it, the choking sensation was understandable.


The room was dark, the embers on the hearth barely aglow. She had no idea how long she had slept. But if her sisters had left her alone for hours, the chance that they would do so much longer was small. On the thought, she got up, relieved herself in the chamber pot, found the hooded lavender velvet cloak that Isobel had given her, and flung it on as she hurried to the door.


Opening it cautiously, she peeked out, found the landing reassuringly empty, and fled up the winding stairs to the narrow door onto the ramparts. Praying the fog had not dispersed and that Hugo had removed all the men to guard approaches from the glen, she quietly opened the door and stepped onto the wall walk.


Shutting the door behind her with no more sound than a metallic click as the latch fell into place, she felt as if she had shut out the world. The eerie black silence of the fog-shrouded ramparts engulfed her, banishing the discomfiting sense she had had since Ardelve’s death of being swallowed up by well-wishers, critics, and fools.


The result of this peace, to her surprise, was a wave of gusty sobs that wracked her until she pressed hard against the stone wall, seeking comfort from its solidity in the black mist. No one would seek her here, she assured her-self as she wiped tears with her sleeve and began to relax again. She should savor the quiet.


The air felt damp and chilly on her cheeks, but she did not care. The velvet cloak was warm, and its sable-trimmed hood protected her hair from the mist. The chilly, damp air was refreshing, but thoughts of what lay ahead still plagued her.


Although she had declared that she would do her duty, she did not want to accompany a corpse all the way to the Highlands. Such a journey could take a fortnight, and although days were still cool, no corpse could remain fresh for long.


A scraping sound, as of a boot on the wall walk, startled her.


“Who’s there?”


A male voice, deep and unfamiliar, said, “Do not be frightened, my lady. There is naught in this darkness to harm you.”
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