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Author’s Note [image: image]


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

Ivor (hero’s name) = EE-ver

Aberuthven = Aber-RIV-en

Behouchie = backside

Clachan = Highland village

Fain = eager

Forbye = besides, furthermore, however

Pawkie = roguish, coquettish

Plaid (great kilt) = all-purpose garment formed from length of wool kilted up with a belt, the excess length then flung over the wearer’s shoulder.

Rothesay = ROSS-y

Ruthven = RIV-en

Strath = valley, usually a river valley




Prologue [image: image]


Perthshire, Scotland, December 1401

The dying Queen’s chamber at Scone Abbey was quiet but for a murmur of conversation between her grace and her husband, the King of Scots.

The couple had been conversing in low tones for some time. Nearby, Walter Traill, Bishop of St. Andrews and thus Primate of Scotland, knelt on a prayer cushion. His lips moved in silent prayer for her grace’s soul, soon to take flight.

The only other person there was the youngest of the Queen’s ladies. Wearing a demure gray damask gown with a white caul and veil to conceal her hair, she sat on a cushioned seat in the window embrasure. Occasionally, she touched the narrow gold ring on the middle finger of her left hand.

The door to the chamber opened to the sound of muttered expostulation from the arcade outside. A terse but otherwise unintelligible remark followed.

Silence fell when a tall, thin, dark-haired man entered the chamber alone.

Bishop Traill crossed himself and got to his feet. With a measuring look at the Queen, he said, “My lord duke, ’tis good of you to pay your respects. Recall, though, that her grace’s doctors desire her to remain peaceful.”

The Duke of Albany, at sixty-one, was the King’s younger brother. He also stood third in line for the throne after his grace’s sons—twenty-three-year-old Davy Stewart, Duke of Rothesay, and seven-year-old James Stewart, Earl of Carrick.

Silver buttons and lacing leavened Albany’s customary black clothing. Silver also streaked his once glossy black hair. His dark eyes glinted with intelligence and with the calculating look that was habitual for him.

Queen Annabella visibly recoiled when he approached her deathbed.

“Sister,” he said, “I trust that you feel better today. I come only to see if I might do aught to ease your way.”

Annabella shut her eyes, then opened them and said, “Thank you, sir. But I…”

When the pause lengthened and her eyes closed again, the King said, “She has asked that we pray for her. Otherwise, we can do nowt. She must rest now.”

The firmness in his voice doubtless startled the others in the chamber, for it was unusual. By nature, Robert III of Scotland was gentle and scholarly.

Unimpressed, Albany said, “I mean only to assure her that she need have no concern about her sons. I’ll look after them and see that no harm befalls…”

Here, he paused, because the Queen’s agitation was plain to all.

The young woman in the window embrasure behind the duke stood abruptly. Her lips pressed tightly together, and she hesitated, watching him.

Annabella tried to raise her head, but the King gently laid a hand on her brow, saying, “Nay, my love.” A wave of his free hand warned his brother off.

Paying no heed, Albany gazed down at the Queen.

The young woman took a step nearer but stopped when the bishop moved to Albany’s side. “You do no good here, my son,” Traill said. “Her grace did ask that only her close kin attend her. We must pray that Rothesay arrives before she departs.”

“I, too, am close kin, Father. I will stay.”

“You will go, because your presence upsets her grace when she should stay calm. I have administered the last rites. So for you to disturb her further,” he added on a sterner note, “would be an ungodly—in troth, a censurable act, my son.”

Albany seemed about to refuse again, but the bishop’s pale blue gaze caught and held the duke’s darker one.

Despite the sternness in Traill’s voice, his demeanor remained serene.

Apparently, Albany saw something else, for with a nod, he turned away.

As he did, he encountered the steady, accusatory gaze of the Queen’s lady.

An approving spectator of his banishment, she stared calmly at him without flinching, although the look he gave her ought to have chilled her soul.

Despite his departure, Annabella remained agitated, fiercely clutching her husband’s arm. When he bent his head near, she muttered anxiously into his ear.

The King nodded and murmured back to her. The bishop returned to his prayer cushion and his prayers. And the Queen’s lady returned to her silent vigil.

Half an hour after Albany left, Davy Stewart, Duke of Rothesay and heir to the Scottish throne, entered the room. He was just in time to bid his mother farewell.




Chapter 1 [image: image]


Scotland, Turnberry Castle, 19 February 1402

Her bare skin was as smooth as the silky gown she had worn before he’d helped her take it off. His fingertips glided over her, stroking a bare arm, a bare shoulder, its soft hollow, and then the softer rise of a full breast heaving with desire for him.

Cupping its softness, he brushed a thumb across its tip, enjoying her passionate moans and arcing body as he did and feeling the nipple harden.

Part of him had hardened, too. His whole body urged him to conquer the lush beauty in his bed. But, although he was an impatient man, he was also one who liked to take his time with women. Experience—a good deal of it—had taught him that coupling was better for both when he took things slowly.

Neither of them spoke, because he rarely enjoyed conversation with sex. Preferring to relish the sensations, he favored partners who did not chatter.

Stimulating them both with his kisses, he shifted an arm across her to position himself for taking her. As she spread her legs for him, she caressed his body with her hands, fingers, and tongue, sparking sensual responses from every nerve.

He found it increasingly harder to resist simply taking her, dominating her, and teaching her who was master in his bed.

The bed shifted slightly on the thought. He had a fleeting semiawareness that he was dreaming—fleeting because he shoved the half-formed thought away lest, if true, he might waken too soon.

Somehow, in the odd way that dreams have of changing things about, the beauty had got to one side of him. He could no longer see her in the darkness, but ever willing, he shifted to accommodate the new arrangement.

Finding the warm, softly silken skin of her shoulder, he reached for her breasts again, rising onto his elbow and leaning over her as he did. He felt her body stiffen. And when his seeking hand found one soft breast, it seemed smaller than before, albeit just as well formed and soft. Sakes, but the woman seemed smaller.

Most oddly, though, he touched real silk instead of bare skin.

Undaunted, he ignored her increasing rigidity and slid his hand down to move the annoying silk out of his way, seeking access to his primary objective.

As he eased his hand along one silken thigh, her body heaved. A gasping cry sounded near his right ear, and in a flurry of movement, she slid from his grasp.

Flying from the bed, she managed on her way to deal him a stunning blow on his cheek with a bare-knuckled fist. He saw only flashes of movement after that, and light. Before he could collect himself enough to know that he was awake and had been toying with an unknown but very enticing female in his bed, a sound near the door told him that she was rummaging through the kist there.

Leaping from the bed, he shot toward her. But the door crashed back as he reached for her, hitting his outstretched fingers and hand hard when it did.

The glow of torchlight in the corridor revealed long, lush, dark-red hair; a drab robe hastily flung over a pink shift that barely concealed long, lovely legs; curving hips; and a tantalizingly small waist as she ran. His aching hand and burning cheek provided excellent reasons to retaliate. But he had no sooner started to give chase than he recalled his own state of naked readiness and collected his wits.

Chasing a nubile young beauty by dead of night in a state such as his might find favor in some masculine establishments. But his grace the King’s royal castle of Turnberry was definitely not one of them.
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The young woman fleeing up the corridor did not dare look behind her, lest her pursuer know and recognize her. But as she gripped the handle of the royal nursery door, she could not resist glancing back through the veil of her unplaited hair to see with a surge of relief that the dimly lit corridor behind her was empty.

She had been sure that he would pursue her. But what a coil if he had! And worse had he chanced to recognize her or see her well enough to know her later.

Shoving the nursery door open, she whisked herself inside. Quietly shutting the door, she eased the latch hook into place and shot the bolt, giving thanks to God that Hetty had not done so before then.

Feeling safe at last, she noted in the light of the one cresset still burning in the chamber, and the dimmer glow of embers from the banked fire, that Hetty was fast asleep on a pallet near the hearth. In the far corner of the room, the drawn curtains of a cupboard bed warned her to wake Hetty quietly.

Moving to the pallet, listening for sounds from the corridor that might herald a search by the man who had been sleeping in Hetty’s bed, she gently shook the plump, middle-aged mistress of the royal nursery.

“Hetty, wake up,” she murmured. “Oh, don’t screech, but do wake up!”

The woman’s eyes flew open, and she sat bolt upright. “My lady!” she exclaimed. Softening her voice, she added, “What be ye doing in here?”

Eighteen-year-old Lady Marsaili Drummond Cargill grimaced. “I could not sleep, Hetty. I went to your room and climbed into your bed as I used to do, but—”

“Och! Ye did nae such thing! Not tonight of all—! What time is it then?”

“I don’t know. Midnight I think. Oh, Hetty—”

“Mercy, but his grace’s man did say—”

“Someone was in your bed, Hetty. A man!”

“Is that no what I was just trying to tell ye? The King’s gentleman—”

“It cannot have been Dennison,” Marsaili said. “Dennison would never—”

“Whisst now, will ye whisst? I’m trying to tell ye, if ye’ll just hearken to me. Bless us, but I thought ye’d learned to curb such foolish, impulsive—”

“Hetty, the man was naked!”

Henrietta Childs, mistress of the royal nursery, grabbed the lady Marsaili firmly by the shoulders, gave her a shake, and looked into her eyes. “Lady Marsi, have done! Tell me right now, was the man awake?”

“Not at first.”

“At first!” Hetty’s voice went up on the words. With a swift look at the curtained bed in the corner, she lowered it to a whisper to add, “What did he do?”

“He rolled over and… and… Before I realized that he wasn’t you—”

“Ay-de-mi! Did he touch ye?”

Remembering, and instantly feeling the strong, hitherto unfamiliar but most pleasurable sensations that his touch had stirred in her, Marsi swallowed. But Hetty looked fierce. And Hetty had known her from her cradle and was reminding her of that with every word and look. So Marsi said, “He did, aye. But he did not see me, Hetty. I jumped out of the bed, snatched up my robe, and fled here to you.”

“Snatched up your robe, did ye? What more have ye got on under it?”

“My shift. But, Hetty, who is he?”

“I dinna know his name, and I’m no to tell anyone about him.”

“Hetty, it’s me. Who would I tell? I haven’t a friend left in this whole castle except you, and haven’t had since Aunt Annabella died.” Twisting the ring on her left middle finger as she pictured her beloved aunt, she added, “What’s more, they say that Albany may arrive tomorrow! And if not tomorrow, then Tuesday. His grace warned me that Albany wants to see me wedded at once and will not wait the year that I should wait if I am to mourn Aunt Annabella’s death properly.”

“My lady, I ken fine that the duke comes soon to Turnberry. Sithee, that is why that man sleeps in my bed now.”

“He is Albany’s man?”

“Nay, he is not.” Hetty looked upward, as if seeking guidance. Then, drawing breath and letting it out, she said, “I’ll tell ye, then. But only so that ye willna go trying to find out for yourself, as I ken fine ye will if I keep silent. But ye must no breathe a word to anyone else of what I say. Swear to it now.”

“You know that I will tell no one,” Marsi said. “I keep secrets even better than I ferret them out, Hetty. You know that, too.”

“I do, aye, or I’d say nowt of this to ye. Your wee cousin Jamie’s future may depend on it, though, so see that ye keep your word. Sithee, his grace did send for that man to take our laddie away from here before Albany arrives.”

“Away? But when do they go? And where will he take him?”

“Dennison didna say where we will go,” Hetty said. “Nor were I so brazen as to ask him. But we may go as soon as tomorrow, for I was to pack for Jamie.”

“Aye, sure, his grace must want Jamie away at once if Albany is coming. Recall that Albany told dearest Annabella that he would look after Jamie and Davy and keep them safe from harm. But she feared that he meant to take charge of Jamie as soon as he could after she was gone and would use him as a pawn whenever he thought that doing so would serve his own ends, just as he means to use me. Then, if he controls Jamie when the King dies, and aught should happen to Davy…”

“Jamie would be all that stands then between Albany and the throne,” Hetty said. “As ruthless as Albany can be, our laddie’s very life might be in danger then.”

“But I wish that you need not go, Hetty, either of you.”

“I’d liefer we didna have to go, either,” Hetty said. “I ken fine that ye’ll miss us sorely. But if we stay and Albany does come, he’d likely take charge of ye both if he means to arrange for your wedding straightaway. And I doubt that he’d let me accompany either of ye then.”

“Faith, I wish he would recall that I am not his ward but the King’s,” Marsi said. “As set as Albany is on marrying me to his boot-licker Redmyre, and as aware as he must be that Aunt Annabella supported my rejection of the match, I doubt that he’ll heed my protests, especially if Jamie eludes his grasp.”

“He might have to heed ye, though,” Hetty said. “Although he is the King’s brother and much stronger of will, his grace has stood against him before.”

Marsi gave an unladylike snort. “Aye, he has, but rarely. You ken as well as I do that his grace cannot hold out long if Albany gets him alone and says that he must do as Albany wishes. What can I do, Hetty? Albany has threatened me with dire punishment if I do not obey him, and in truth, he frightens me.”

“Aye, he frightens most folks with any sense.”

“Come with us, Marsi,” piped up a third voice. “Wherever we go, it must be a happier place than Turnberry will be whilst my uncle Albany bides here.”

Both women turned toward the curtained bed, where the tousled auburn head of Marsi’s cousin James Stewart, Earl of Carrick, peeped between the blue curtains.

“Jamie, were you listening to us?” Marsi demanded. “Naughty laddie!”

“I couldna sleep,” the dark-eyed boy who stood second in line for the Scottish throne said soberly. As always, he sounded older than his seven and a half years.

Hetty got up and reached for a yellow silk robe that lay across a nearby stool. “I’ll warm some milk, sir,” she said. “It will settle ye again.”

“I don’t want milk. Must I command ye tae go with us, Marsi?”

“Oh, Jamie, I wish you could. But your royal ways don’t fool me, laddie. You fear your uncle almost as much as I do.”

“Aye, sure, but he canna find either of us if we be elsewhere,” James pointed out. “When he leaves Turnberry, we can come back and be comfortable again with my royal sire. Do come with us, Marsi. Ye make me laugh, and Hetty does not.”

Marsi hesitated, absently twisting the gold ring that her aunt Annabella had given her while she considered Jamie’s suggestion.

Hetty gave her a stern look. “Lady Marsi, ye must not. For once, prithee, heed old Hetty, who kens ye best. And heed the consequences, if ye do such a daft thing. Ye’re a noblewoman, my lady, and still a maiden! Ye’d be the talk o’ all Scotland when it became known that ye’d run off. No to mention what Albany would do when he found ye, as he would. That man believes he has as much right as the King does to order your future, and ye’ve said yourself that his grace will likely agree with him.”

But Marsi rarely heeded consequences. Before her doting parents had died and left her a ward of her aunt, the Queen of Scots, most consequences had been pleasant. And when they were not, they were always soon over.

However, with Annabella dead and no longer able to protect her, the cost of staying to face Albany alone could be even worse than she had imagined.

“I could pose as your assistant, Hetty, and help you look after Jamie.”

“And I could help ye look after Marsi, Hetty,” Jamie said, grinning.

Henrietta looked dourly at Marsi. “What was I thinking to tell ye, ye must not?” she muttered. “If ye obey Albany, ye’ll face only a marriage ye dinna want, as does many a noble maiden by obeying her father. But a body would think that after knowing ye for most of your eighteen years, I’d ken better than to challenge ye so.”

“Is anyone else going with you?” Marsi asked. “Any of Jamie’s gentlemen?”

“Nay, for his grace kens fine that some of them be in Albany’s pay. And nae one save Albany kens which ones. We’ll leave afore they arise, I expect.”

“Then there is naught to stop me,” Marsi said. “I must collect some of my things, but I’ll come right back.”

“Ye’ve nowt that be suitable for a maidservant to wear, my lady! Nor would ye fool anyone for long in any menial guise. Ye were no born to it.”

But now that she had made up her mind, Marsi dismissed those objections without hesitation. “I can easily talk as a maidservant would, Hetty. Having often scolded me for doing so, you know that I can. I shall say that I served Annabella and that she gave me some of her cast-off clothing. She did give me some, my fur-lined cloak for one. I can say that, when my position ended with her grace’s death, I offered to help you because you and I come from the same part of Scotland.”

“I can say that I know Marsi well, too, Hetty, because I do,” Jamie said.

“I can also say I just want to go home,” Marsi said. “We will likely go north or east from here, so if worse comes to worst, I can ask whoever escorts us to take me to Uncle Malcolm in Perthshire. He wants me to marry his second son. And I vow to you, Hetty, if the choice is between marrying a boot-licker of Albany’s and my dullard cousin Jack, I’d prefer Jack.”

Two hours earlier

Striding across the flagstone floor of the royal audience chamber at Turnberry, the tall, broad-shouldered young knight filled the room with crackling energy even as he dropped to a knee before its sole, elderly occupant and bowed his head.

“You sent for me, sire?”

“If ye be the knight that men call Hawk, I did, aye,” the King of Scots said, his raspy voice little more than a whisper. “I have need of ye.”

“I am Hawk,” Sir Ivor Mackintosh said, fighting to conceal his dismay at how much the King had aged since he had last seen him, three years before, and how frail he looked. “How may I serve your grace? Your messenger said it was urgent.”

“ ’Tis Jamie,” said the King, who had never sought his exalted role or enjoyed it.

Into the silence, Sir Ivor said gently, “Jamie, my liege? Your younger son?”

A log shifted in the nearby fireplace and sparks leaped before the King said, “Annabella…” Pausing when his voice cracked, he added with tears welling in his pale blue eyes, “My Annabella feared mightily for Jamie’s future. The lad be only six months into his eighth year, and she feared that after she was gone, my brother Albany would take charge of him and keep our laddie under his thumb.”

“Many people do fear Albany, my liege.”

“Aye, perhaps, although few say such things to me, and I canna believe that he would harm a child, his own nephew. It would outrage the country and gain him nowt whilst our Davy, who is years older and wields much power of his own, remains heir to the throne. Albany says only that Jamie would fare better under his eye than under mine, and as frail as I am, he may be right. But ’tis better, I trow, to keep Jamie safe than to weep for him if Annabella should prove to be right.”

“What, exactly, do you want me to do, sire?”

“I received word a fortnight ago that Albany would be coming tomorrow or Tuesday to take the lad into his charge. I do not want that, but he is nearly impossible for me to oppose, and he said that if he does not take charge of Jamie, other powerful nobles may seek to do so. However, the Bishop of St. Andrews assured me that he can keep Jamie safe from them all at St. Andrews, so I sent word to him as soon as I learned of Albany’s intent. Ye ken Traill fine, I think, and St. Andrews, too.”

“I do, aye. I studied under him there. When he received your message, he sent word for me to hasten here to you. Have you a plan in mind, your grace?”

With a feeble gesture, the King said, “I want to ken nowt of any plans, for I am incapable of lying to my brother. His will has ever been stronger than mine, and as ye must ken, until I named my son Davy to govern in my stead three years ago, Albany had ruled for me. I owe him much. But ye must take Jamie to St. Andrews.”

“I can be away in the morning if he can be ready by then,” Ivor said.

“Ye need only give the nursery mistress your orders when ye arise,” the King said. “Henrietta kens fine that Jamie may be leaving tomorrow and is prepared to accompany him. Her family has long and faithfully served the Drummonds, and she was fiercely loyal to Annabella. I trust her implicitly.”

“Then, by your leave, sire, I would sleep now,” Ivor said.

“Aye, sure. My own man, Dennison, will take ye to a room near the nursery.”

Bowing, Sir Ivor bade him goodnight. Then, following the King’s man to a bedchamber and asking him to tell the captain of his fighting tail to be ready to go at dawn, Ivor retired, only to awaken betimes when the lass in his dreams became real.

Afterward, due to years of knightly training and preparing for battle, he soon slept again and woke when the dawn’s gray light crept into the room.

His bruised hand and aching cheek reminded him of the lass, but he dressed hastily. Then, deducing which door led to the nursery, he rapped lightly on it.
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Marsi opened the door, having returned to her own room long enough to pack things and don a plain moss-green kirtle, a white apron, and a white cap large enough to conceal her long red hair, lest he whose bed she had invaded recognize it.

After one nervous look at the tall, well-formed, stern-looking man in leather breeks and jack who stood there, she quickly swept him a deep curtsy. Heat flooded her cheeks at the memory of his large hand on her thigh.

Speaking over her shoulder as she rose, she said, “Mistress, methinks ’tis the gentleman ye be expecting, though he ha’ come earlier than ye said he would.”

“Dinna chatter, lass, but come and help Lord Carrick dress whilst I speak with the man,” Hetty said. “I am Henrietta Childs, sir, mistress of the royal nursery,” she added in her usual dignified way.

As Marsi moved to help Jamie, she glanced back at them.

Without awaiting further invitation, the man stepped in and shut the door. “I believe you understand the situation, Mistress Childs,” he said to Hetty. “We must be away as soon as we can and without more ado than necessary.”

“I ken that, aye, sir,” Hetty said. “His lordship will be dressed in a trice, and someone should be along soon with food for us to break our fast.”

“That is good, but do not let his lordship dawdle.”

“As to that, sir, his lordship—” Breaking off at the sound of a sharp rap on the door, she added, “Prithee, sir, admit the gillie. He brings our food.”

Instead, the tall man stepped to the off side of the door and gestured for Hetty to open it. He had not spared a second look for Marsi.

Hetty opened the door and stepped back to admit Dennison, the King’s man.

“I thought you would be here, sir,” Dennison said mildly when their visitor emerged from behind the door. “You have a visitor below. I will take you to him.”

“One of my men, I expect,” the younger man said, nodding.

“I have also arranged for them to serve Lord Carrick’s breakfast at once, sir. Therefore, I would respectfully suggest that we go down straightaway.” With that, Dennison held the door open for their visitor, and the two men left the chamber.

Hearing their footsteps fade in the distance, Marsi said, “Faith, Dennison whisked that man off without presenting him. We don’t even know his name!”
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As they walked away, the King’s man murmured, “I was sure you would prefer that the men who serve his lordship’s breakfast not see you with him, sir.”

“You thought aright,” Sir Ivor said, wondering if the captain of his fighting tail had encountered trouble. But when Dennison turned right at the end of the corridor instead of left, Ivor stopped him. “This is not the way to the yard.”

“No, sir. Your visitor insisted that you meet him at the sea gate.”

“Sakes, I did not know that Turnberry boasted a sea gate,” Ivor said. “And I’d wager that my men are as unaware of it as I was. Who seeks me there?”

“I know only that he said you would know him, sir. And that he wanted to reveal his presence to as few as possible.”

Intrigued, Ivor followed him down a narrow, damp stairway to an enormous, torchlit, water-filled cavern. To his astonishment, it clearly served as a harbor. A fifty-foot Highland galley with Zee Handelaar on its stern rested at the main jetty.

As they approached it, a man in deerskin breeks and boots, a loose white shirt, and a leather vest emerged into the torchlight from nearby shadows. Grinning broadly, he strode toward them. Hatless, his soft, moplike, dark curls reflected the torchlight in orange-gold shimmers. His dark eyes gleamed with mischief.

Dennison said, “You will want to talk privately, sir. I’ll await you at the landing above this one unless you want me to fetch your charges to you here.”

“Nay, I’ll fetch them,” Ivor said. “I’ll take no more time here than I must, and the boy will want to break his fast without me to hurry him.” Turning back with a smile to the man from the galley, he said, “Wolf, you devil, what brings you here?”

Shaking hands, the other said, “You do, Hawk, me lad.” Nodding toward the galley, he added, “Behold your transport for the first leg of your journey.”
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“I’ve been thinking,” Jamie said to Marsi when the men who had brought their food had gone. “ ’Tis good that Dennison paid ye nae heed when he came tae fetch that man. Ye’d ha been finished afore ye’d begun had he addressed ye as ‘my lady.’ But what will ye do when they return? Ye canna think Dennison will let ye go with us when ye lack his grace my father’s leave tae go.”

“We’ll worry about that if it happens,” Marsi said. “But eat now, Jamie. I’d wager that man meant it when he said not to dawdle. And, if he is to get us safely away, we had better not anger him at the outset.”

Without commenting on that opinion, Jamie said to Hetty, “Why did you not present that man to me, Hetty, afore Dennison arrived?”

“Because I ken nae more about him than you do, sir,” Hetty said. “Moreover, Lady Marsi is right. We must be ready to go when he returns. I expect gillies will come soon to take our things outside and load them on the sumpter ponies.”

“Well, I warrant the reason we do not know his name is that Dennison does not know it either,” Marsi said. “And I expect that the two of them will take our things down for us rather than let all of Turnberry know that Jamie is leaving.”

“If ye mean to pretend to be my assistant, ye’d better start addressing him as such a minion would,” Hetty said mildly. “If ye call him Jamie, that man will ken straightway that ye’re no nursery maid. Nobbut what this whole pretense be daft.”

“Nay, it is not. But you are wise to remind me of my place, Hetty. It may prove harder than I thought to act as I should, but I will do it. Just to think of marrying a man old enough to have sired me, and only because he wants Cargill and has land adjoining mine… I will do anything to avoid that, I promise you.”

“Dinna fash yourself, Marsi,” James said. “I’ll remind ye tae behave when ye need such reminding.”

“I don’t doubt that,” she retorted dryly.

Jamie chuckled, but she had no time to say more, because the door opened without ceremony, and the man who was to escort them walked right in.

“Collect your things,” he said. “The fewer people who see us, the better, so I’ll help you carry them down to the sea gate.”

“The sea gate!” Marsi’s exclamation was out before she thought. Trying to conceal her dismay, she glanced at Jamie and saw that his eyes were sparkling with pure delight. Turning back to their visitor, she said, “Where are we going then?”

The man looked at Hetty, who said sharply, “Hold your tongue, lass. Ye’ve nae call to put yourself forward so. If ye canna behave, I’ll leave ye right here.”

Quickly bowing her head, Marsi strove to look contrite. But before she could think how to phrase her apology, James said in a tone as stern as Hetty’s, “Marsi must come with us, for I want her. And if we are to go on a ship, Hetty, I will need her. Ye ken fine that boats always make ye sick.”

Eyeing their visitor again, Marsi saw that he looked sterner than ever. Before Jamie had stopped speaking, the man’s gaze shifted to her. Memories of the night before fired her imagination then. Feeling her cheeks burn, she licked her lips only to feel them curve into a nervous smile.

His expression turned thoughtful. But he said only that Hetty should hurry them along.

The man had forgotten all about her, Marsi decided. He could have no suspicion that she was the girl who had fled from his bed the night before.

To be sure, she had donned the plain green kirtle and white apron and had concealed her memorably long, lush, dark-red tresses under the large, frilly white cap. Even so, and although she was relieved that he did not recognize her, she felt an odd sense of disappointment, as if he should have.




Chapter 2 [image: image]


Ivor had been about to inform the nursery mistress that he could not take two women on such a journey when he noted that the young maid was still peeping at him from beneath her lashes, clearly not as cowed as she had seemed to be.

Those lashes were long, thick, and dark. Her eyes were the same mossy green as her gown, and her lips were rosy, full, and eminently kissable. Although she was small, her figure was enticingly supple and curvaceous.

Then her cheeks reddened as her lips twitched invitingly.

Faith, but the pawkie minx was flirting with him!

Her father, brother, or other responsible kinsman ought long since to have put her over his knee to teach her the folly of flirting with warriors. A warrior took his pleasure where he found it, albeit not, if he was wise, with a maidservant in the royal nursery. Such a woman likely had some connection to an influential noble family.

Dennison had clearly expected Ivor to take only Mistress Childs and the young Earl of Carrick with him. However, Dennison had not returned with him.

Having found the King’s personal attendant on the landing as promised, Ivor had sent him to the stable with new orders for the captain of his fighting tail.

The King had made it plain that he wanted Mistress Childs to go with James. And, in truth, Ivor knew that he’d be wise to take her, if only because she understood the lad’s needs. Taking her impertinent assistant along was another matter.

The lass was eyeing him more soberly, her manner more disapproving now than flirtatious. She was a little beauty, though, which could lead to other problems.

However, James’s declaration that Mistress Childs would be seasick was something to consider. So Ivor held his tongue, giving himself time to think.

When he saw the pile of baggage they meant to take, he regretted that he had sent Dennison outside. Another set of hands would have allowed his charges to take more of their belongings with them.

But to have sent someone else to his men would have meant another person knowing more than might be safe about his brief visit. As it was, any who had seen him arrive would likely believe that he left with his men. They always led a string of extra horses, so no one was likely to bother counting the horses or the men.

Seeing the small but curvaceous nursery maid trying to lift the largest bundle, Ivor moved to pick it up himself. As he hefted it, he said to Mistress Childs, “You may want to rearrange some of these things, mistress. We will make only one trip down to the sea gate. Leave what you won’t need in the first few days here.”

Looking surprised, Mistress Childs said, “I packed only necessities, sir.”

“There is much more here than any three people should need,” Ivor said.

“Mayhap it does seem so, sir. But recall that his lordship is accustomed to his own bedding and his own—”

“He will not be traveling as the Earl of Carrick, mistress. We need to remain as inconspicuous as possible, so the last thing we want is for word to spread that Carrick is a member of our party.”

“With respect, sir, I ken fine that we will not stop at noble houses or abbeys where he may be known. But that is the very reason that he will require his own—”

“Nay.” Realizing that he had to make himself clear, Ivor said, “We will travel without fanfare, as ordinary folk. But my men will join us in two or three days, and Dennison will arrange for them to carry things that you will want later. But he kens fine what my requirements are. Do not expect to see his lordship’s sheets amongst those items or clothing more suited to a prince than to an ordinary lad of his age.”

Seeing James bristle, Ivor was taken aback when the nursery maid put a quelling hand on the prince’s shoulder. He was more surprised when James obeyed the gesture and kept silent. The last vestige of his reluctance to take the lass along vanished. If she wielded such an influence, she might well prove gey helpful.

“Surely, you do not expect us to travel as ordinary commoners, sir,” Mistress Childs said. “His lordship will steel himself to accept your guidance, of course, as it is his grace’s will that he do so. But he is young. And, as second in line to the throne, he is as accustomed to command as you are. Bless us, but behaving as commoners will be hard for us all.”

“I expect it will be, aye,” he agreed. “I have not forgotten that most royal attendants are members of the nobility. Are you one such, mistress?”

“I can make only a second cousin’s claim to nobility, sir. But my family has long served the Drummonds. I looked after several members of that family before taking my position as royal nursery mistress nearly eight years ago.”

“I see,” Ivor said. “Well, whilst we are on the ship, we can sort out details of any tale we might share with those we meet. His lordship does want to avoid falling into his uncle’s hands, does he not?”

“He does,” James said in the stern tone he had used before. Looking directly at Ivor, he added, “He would like to know where you are taking him, though.”

“With respect, sir,” Ivor said, holding his gaze. “Whilst we are in this room, I will answer your questions as well as I can. I will do that whenever we can speak privily. However, you must otherwise behave as most lads your age do. That is to say, you will obey my orders or suffer the same consequences that an ordinary boy would suffer, especially when others are near. I cannot undertake this task without such an agreement, because I must have your cooperation to keep you safe.”

James eyed him measuringly for a long moment and then frowned. “Will everyone we meet treat me as if I am of no account then?”

“No one will behave so,” Ivor said. “Nor do I expect you to behave as if you were raised in a byre. You need only treat any adults we meet with civility and those of rank with the respect due to them. Your maidservant, if she accompanies us, may treat you with her customary deference. But I think that you must treat Mistress Childs as you would treat any kinswoman to whom you owe respect. That means that she will not address you as ‘sir’ or ‘my lord.’ And you will not speak to me again as you just did,” Ivor added sternly, “or we will fall out.”

The boy’s eyes widened. But he was silent for a time before he grimaced and said, “I expect our acquaintance will prove a salutary one then… sir.”

Ivor wondered if the boy meant salutary for himself or Ivor. Deciding that it did not matter, since they would both likely learn a few things, he saw that Mistress Childs had used the time to shift items about from bundle to bundle.

As she finished tying the last one, she looked at James. “If you will carry that blue bundle and your bed pillow, sir, I can take this one and my things. You take yours, Marsi, and that white bundle. We’ll let—” Breaking off with a click of her tongue, she said to Ivor, “Pray, sir, we must know what to call you.”

“Call me Hawk for now,” he said.

“That seems most unusual and rather too familiar, sir. But if you will have it so, and if you will carry that bundle you took from Marsi, we are ready to go.”

[image: image]

Marsi wondered what the man who called himself Hawk was thinking. She had found it hard to read his expression, except when he’d told Jamie how he was to behave. His stern displeasure then had been plain enough.

As she donned her hooded gray, sable-lined cloak, she realized that the only other person she could recall speaking so to the prince was Albany. However, the thought had only to flit through her mind for her to amend it.

As far as she knew, Albany had never spoken so crisply to anyone. The duke’s tone was chilly to the point of freezing one’s blood in one’s veins. And he spoke so softly that one had to exert oneself to hear what he said.

Hawk had spoken as a man accustomed to obedience from other men did.

But what manner of name was Hawk, for mercy’s sake? She’d have liked to ask him. But in her current guise, she dared not question him so. If he expected to command Jamie, he would make short shrift of insolence from a maidservant.

That thought stirred a tingling in her mind as if the notion of such certain dominance challenged her. She had tested most of the adults in her life from early childhood onward and easily recognized the urge to test him for what it was.

She fought the impulse, and it eased. But she knew that once such an urge made itself known, it became hard to ignore. Deciding that she must control it if her pretense, as hard as it would be to maintain at all, was to last long enough to get her away from Turnberry. Catching Hetty’s stern eye on her just then, she stepped hastily aside to let the nursery mistress and Jamie lead the way out of the room.

It was not the maid’s place to go first. Nor did Marsi want to be right behind Hawk, lest another impulse to question him undo her.

He had already taken a dim view of her asking about their destination. That he would view personal questions in an even dimmer light seemed certain.

In truth, she realized as she hurried down the winding stone stairs after the others, she was beginning to see a vast chasm before her. Could she maintain indefinitely this pretense that she had created for herself, or would her temptation to challenge Hawk undo her?

Not only was she dangerously curious about their handsome escort, but she had also failed to consider one important detail—her dislike of waiting on others.

Attending Annabella had been satisfying enough, because the Queen had deeply appreciated all that her attendants did for her. The most Marsi had had to exert herself was to help make the Queen’s bed or help look after her clothing. Any more taxing duty fell to ordinary maidservants or menservants, although no males other than the King and Annabella’s sons ever entered her grace’s bedchamber.

However, some of her other ladies had assumed that Marsi, as the youngest, should wait on them, too. She had been as dutiful as she knew how to be but soon learned that Annabella refused to let the others scold her. She knew she had taken advantage of that fact more than once. But Annabella could not protect her now.

Hetty would not shield her either, because Marsi was one of the Drummond children that she had nursed. Hetty knew her through and through.

In Marsi’s present guise, she knew that Hetty would expect her to do things that she had never had to do for anyone before. That did not matter, though.

She could do anything if she made up her mind to it.

Rounding the last turn of the stairs, she looked in astonishment at the cavern before them. She had little time to take it all in, though, because Hetty and Jamie were hurrying after Hawk. Ahead of him, tied to a jetty, was a longboat.

As Hawk neared it, a man jumped to the jetty from the boat and strode to meet him. Taking the bundle Hawk carried, the other man tossed it to a third aboard the boat. He signed then to someone else to attend to Hetty’s and Jamie’s bundles.

“I hope you don’t need to fetch more things,” he said then in a voice that, although quiet enough, carried easily. Marsi realized that although they were right on the water, she could barely hear the sea outside the cavern.

Hawk said, “We’ve brought all they’ll need for now. My lads will carry aught that they’ve left behind that they may need later.”

“Good, because the sooner we’re underway, the better. This place is likely to get busier the nearer we come to the turning tide. Who’s the lass?”

Hawk glanced at her. “The nursery maid. Hand those bundles to one of these men, lass, and get yourself aboard.”

The third man, still aboard the boat, said, “Here, lass, I’ll show ye how.”

Smiling warmly at him, she said, “My name be Marsi, sir.”

“A lovely name it be, too,” he said, grinning back. “Come this way now, and see can ye walk up yon plank without tumbling off o’ it.”

“Will ye no tell me your name, sir?” she asked.

“This way,” he repeated, glancing warily at Hawk and the man with Hawk.

Noting Hawk’s stern eye on her, Marsi caught up her skirt, stepped onto the plank, and walked up it to where her new friend stood ready to hand her aboard.

“Show them to the master’s cabin,” the man with Hawk said. “The women and lad can stay there. Hawk can share the forecastle cabin with me if need be.”

Marsi noted that the ship was a sort of Isles galley with benches for eight oars on a side. The seaman who had helped her aboard guided her now toward the high stern. There, a door opened into a small cabin with two shelf beds at the rear, one atop the other. A cunning washstand hugged the wall to her right and a small table with flanking benches occupied an alcove to her left.

“This cabin is small for three people,” she said to her guide. “That wee table has room for only one adult on each bench.”

“The lad can sleep on the floor,” her companion said. “Yonder be your bundles, lass. Just shift them about as ye need. There be a small hold under yon trap, too, if ye want tae stow them. Why d’ye look at me so?”

Swallowing her dismay at the familiarity in his tone, she said, “I beg your pardon. I didna mean tae stare. Ye be gey large, is all.”

“Aye, sure, I am,” he said with a smile. “Sithee, oarsmen need tae be big.”

“D’ye ken where we be going?” she asked.

“Now, that would be telling, that would,” he said, winking. Then he added soberly, “We’re no tae say nowt, lass. So dinna be plaguing me or any o’ the other lads if ye dinna want tae suffer the rough edge o’ the master’s temper.”

“I thank ye for your kindness,” Marsi said, seeing Jamie hurrying toward the cabin with Hetty behind him.

“Right ye are,” the man said, turning and striding away.

Hetty looked green, so Marsi said, “Come in, Hetty, and sit down.”

“Ye should call her Mistress Hetty if not Mistress Henrietta,” Jamie muttered behind her. Turning, she saw that he had swung himself onto the top shelf bed. “I like this,” he said, patting the thin mat underneath him. “I’ll sleep here.”

Turning back, she saw that Hetty was eyeing their accommodations with wary disapproval. Her face was paler than it had been a minute before.

“Sit, Mistress Hetty,” Marsi said, gesturing toward the wee table. “If you want fresh air in here, I think that window above the table may open.”

“They call that a porthole, I think,” Jamie said. “It has a latch, so I’m sure we can open it. But you should not be climbing about, Marsi. I’ll do it.”

“Not until we ask if we may, sir,” Hetty said. Looking weary, she sat on the bench facing the doorway.

Marsi eyed her helplessly, wondering what she could do to make her feel better. The light in the room dimmed. Turning, she saw Hawk filling the doorway.

“May we know the captain’s name, sir?” Hetty asked.

“I call him Wolf,” he said.

“Sakes,” Marsi exclaimed, “are you in a league of anim—?”

“That will do,” Hetty said sharply. “You should be getting our things off the floor and sorted into kists or some such place.”

“We’ll be getting underway at once, mistress,” Hawk said. “When the lass gets a feel for the boat and the movement of the sea, she can attend to all that. Until then, I’d suggest that the three of you stay in one place.”

Marsi said, “Sir, the man who brought me in said we might put things in the hold under that trapdoor by your feet. He left when Mistress Henrietta and Jamie—”

“Jamie?”

Feeling fire in her cheeks, Marsi was grateful to hear Jamie say, “I told her she should call me so because ye’d said that she and Hetty should treat me as an ordinary lad. Hetty has a harder time remembering tae do that than Marsi does. She still calls me ‘sir.’ Also, it does occur tae me that if ye dinna want our true names noised about, ye should call Hetty ‘Mistress Henrietta’ as Marsi does.”

Hawk looked from one to the other as if he had recognized Jamie’s words as a diversionary tactic and might say so, and more. Instead he nodded, saying, “That is a good notion, lad.” To Marsi, he said, “Put anything you like in that hold if it is empty, lass. But they are casting off now, so wait until we are under sail. You don’t want to fall into the hold.”

“Thank you, sir,” Marsi said. She smiled, but he was already turning away.

Had Hetty not been watching her, the temptation to stick out her tongue at the man would have been irresistible.
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Ivor shut the door behind him and immediately breathed more easily. He was sorry now that he had let the maid accompany Mistress Childs. Nay, though, the lad was right. He should call her Mistress Henrietta.

That lass, however—being both damnably attractive and impertinent—was bound to draw the attention of every man aboard if she had not already done so.

Wolf had certainly taken note of that infectious smile of hers. And the chap who had handed her aboard had looked much too interested in her.

Looking for Wolf now, Ivor saw him a short distance away to his right, talking with his helmsman. The galley was emerging from the cavern harbor, and he saw at once why the water inside remained calm.

The outer rock wall of a long, open-ended tunnel running perpendicular to the entrance broke the force of incoming waves. That wall was far enough from the cavern opening to let the galley turn from harbor into tunnel. Clearly carved by the sea, as the cavern had been, and augmented by a masonry breakwater at each end, the tunnel made for an easy exit, especially for a galley with two men to each oar.

Catching Wolf’s eye, Ivor stayed where he was until the other man joined him. Then he said, “Have you somewhere other than the aft cabin where we can talk privately, or should we wait until we are under sail?”

“We’ll go to the forecastle. It contains a wee cabin where I keep my rutter. That’s the book in which we note details of any coastline we pass and information we glean from other boatmen about other places. My father and I always kept pallets on the floor of that cabin for sleeping. I still keep two in there.”

Ivor hadn’t thought about sleeping. “How far are we going?”

“As you know, your destination lies on the other side of Scotland, a hundred and fifty miles away,” Wolf said. “To save time, we’ll take you to a wee place called Milton on the Firth of Clyde between Castle Dunglass and Dumbarton. Dumbarton is the main harbor there and well watched, as is the port of Glasgow on the south side. Milton’s charm is that it has a small but comfortable inn that rarely houses folks of the sort who might recognize your charge. Members of the nobility generally prefer accommodations in Dumbarton or Glasgow.”

“How long will this journey take?”

The boat had emerged from the tunnel and turned into the waves. Wolf looked musingly at the overcast sky and then turned his face to the chilly breeze.

“ ’Tis some fifty miles, so ten hours or more if this breeze does not increase or it rains. We barely have wind enough now to fill her sail. But it does blow from the southwest. If it continues so, at least it will not hinder us. Sithee, I’d liefer land you by nightfall than in broad daylight, for although I have legitimate reason to visit Dumbarton, you want to go unnoticed if possible.”

“I do,” Ivor agreed. “Albany’s men likely litter that whole area.”

“He keeps a watch at all the ports. You can trust the innkeeper at Milton to house you, but you’d do well not to trust him otherwise. If Albany’s men question him, he’ll tell them all he knows. Although the duke is no longer Governor of the Realm, his men still act as if he is.”

“Aye, sure, because he acts so, himself,” Ivor said.

As they talked, they followed the narrow, raised gangway between the rows of oarsmen on their benches. A low, steady beat of the gong marked the strokes of the oars, and Ivor found the rhythm relaxing, as was the gentle salt-laden breeze.

Pulling open the narrow door to the forecastle built into the high stem of the boat, Wolf gestured for Ivor to precede him inside.

The cabin was more spacious than Ivor had expected, but he hoped they would not have to sleep aboard. Although he saw a low shelf for charts and a wee table and benches set into an alcove similar to the one in the aft cabin, he saw no bed. Anyone who slept there slept on the floor.

Shutting the door, Wolf said, “Do I continue to call you Hawk, or may we exchange our true names at last?”

Ivor grinned. “Do you remember our friend Lion from St. Andrews?”

“Our most famous swordsman? Aye, sure, I do. He was as skilled with his sword as you are with your bow, my lad.”

“If you know the name Fin of the Battles, you will agree that Lion became even more famous,” Ivor said.

“Sakes, Fin of the Battles was the only swordsman save Davy Stewart left standing after the Queen’s tourney of champions at Edinburgh Castle. And they say that her grace stopped them only after they had fought for half an hour, and only because she feared that Davy might lose, which would reflect badly on the royal family. No one minded, though, because they had put on such a fine display of skill. That splendid chap was our own Lion from the brotherhood at St. Andrews?”

“The same. And he is now my good-brother. He married my sister, Catriona.”

“As I recall,” Wolf said thoughtfully, “there was no archery contest at the Queen’s tourney. But I did hear of one at Stirling months later, won by an archer who never missed his shot, a Mackintosh. Have you ever missed a bowshot, Hawk?”

“You ken fine that I have. I did not spring from the womb with bow in hand.”

Wolf cocked his head to one side, expectantly.

Easily interpreting the look, Ivor said, “Aye, then, my name is Ivor Mackintosh. My father is Shaw MacGillivray, war leader of Clan Chattan.”

“Then you must be Sir Ivor by now, I’d wager.”

Ivor nodded. “And you?”

“Jake Maxwell, and I have likewise earned my knightly spurs. My father’s family lives in Nithsdale. But I spent much of my childhood on his boat and later, on this one. Sithee, my mam died when I was six. After that, I stayed with my da until they sent me to Bishop Traill at St. Andrews. Sithee, when I was eight, Da entered service with the MacLennans of Duncraig. That’s on the northwest coast of Kintail. So, we now serve Donald, Lord of the Isles.” He glanced out the porthole. “We are beyond sight of Turnberry’s ramparts, so we’ll hoist Donald’s flag now.”

Opening the door, he shouted to someone named Mace to take down the Dutch flag and remove the Dutch ship name, as well.

“Then, this must be the MacLennans’ boat,” Ivor said when Jake had shut the door again. “Do they ken aught of our undertaking?”

“This boat is mine,” Jake said. With a mischievous grin, he added, “Years ago, it belonged to the Duke of Albany, whilst he was still the Earl of Fife.”

Ivor looked narrowly at his old friend, suspecting a jest.

Jake threw up both hands, palms out. “I swear it!” he said, laughing. “Sakes, I’d forgotten how quick your infamous temper is to leap.”

“This boat truly belonged to Albany?”

“Aye, he had it built twenty years ago, thinking that he would like to travel by sea. But he discovered a strong distaste for shipboard life. Since he cannot swim, one hesitates to name him coward—”

“Aye, but physically, he is one,” Ivor said. “Last year, he sent men to attack Rothiemurchus, my home in the Highlands. But although he sent two armies, he neither led nor accompanied either. Their leaders wisely turned back when the snow-laden Cairngorms and our forces proved too fierce for them.”

“I heard about that,” Jake said. “However, Albany rarely risks his own hide or dirties his own hands to get what he wants. Recall that the man has entered his sixty-second year and is still as formidable as ever. It is true that he wants to rule the North. But, sakes, so does Donald of the Isles.”

“In troth,” Ivor said, “when you told me that you were our transport, I did think that you would take us farther north.”

“Not at this season,” Jake said. “Winter still owns the landscape and grows fiercer in the north. You surely know what Lochaber, Glen Mór, and the high straths can be like from February through June. At present, in the Isles, the sea can produce thirty-foot waves, which would terrify your passengers. In Dumbartonshire, you’ll be closer to St. Andrews and have easier going. You’ll find it hard enough crossing from Loch Lomond to Doune through the lower glens. Many are likely still snowbound.”

“You may be right. I’ve just come from Rothiemurchus, in Strathspey. Winter has been mild there this year, but I doubt that our charges would deem it so.”

“Not when they are used to weather at Turnberry, Stirling, and Edinburgh,” Jake said. “How likely is Albany to come after you?”

Ivor grimaced. “The wicked duke seems to know all. So I’d not be surprised if he already knows that his grace is sending James to a safer place.”

“That is my experience of him, too,” Jake said.

“Also, if anyone tells him about this ship, he’ll know we took to the sea.”

“Nay, for he called this boat the Serpent Royal. I call it Sea Wolf.”

“The name you called yourself at St. Andrews,” Ivor said, smiling.

“Aye,” Jake said. “This design was new when Albany had it built, but many such boats ply the seas today. He would not recognize it merely from a description. The women will likely pose a greater problem for you. Nobbut what the lass is a pretty thing and flirtatious withal.”

“Too flirtatious,” Ivor said, remembering her easy smiles and pert manner. “I assume that you can control your men.”

“Aye, sure,” Jake said. “Although she does look to be a cozy armful.”
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