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Late, late in the gloaming, when all was still,


When the fringe was red on the westlin hill,


The wood was sere, the moon i’ the wane,


The reek o’ the cot hung over the plain


Like a little wee cloud in the world its lane…


James Hogg, the Ettrick Shepherd
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Author’s Note [image: image]



For readers’ convenience, the author offers the following guide:


The Borders–refers to the English and Scottish areas near the borderline


Borderers–people who live in the Borders


Buccleuch–Buck LOO


Cockburn–COE burn


Father Abbot–proper form of address for an abbot


Haugh–HAW(k) = low-lying meadow beside a river


Hawick–HOYK


Herself–refers herein only to Lady Meg Scott


Himself–refers to the laird or lord of the manor


Keekers–eyes


Lassock–young girl


The Douglas–refers only to the current Earl of Douglas


Tuedy–TWEE die


Vespers–the clerical hour preceding supper, about 4:30 p.m. in November


Wheesht–as in “Hold your wheesht”–“Be quiet.”















Chapter 1 [image: image]



The Scottish Borders, 4 November 1426


What was she thinking? God help her, why had she run? When they caught her… But that dreadful likelihood didn’t bear thought. They must not catch her.


Even so, she could not go any faster, or much farther. It felt as if she had been running forever, and she had no idea of exactly where she was.


Glancing up through the forest canopy, she could see the waxing half-moon high above her, its pale light still occluded by the mist she had blessed when leaving Henderland. Although the moon had been rising then, she had prayed that the mist would conceal her until she reached the crest of the hills southeast of her father’s tower. After she reached the southern slope in apparent safety, she had followed a little-used track that she hoped her pursuers—for they would certainly pursue her—would never imagine she had taken.


Experience had warned her even then that the mist might augur rain ahead, but the mist had been a blessing nevertheless. In any event, with luck, she would find shelter before the rain found her, or the light of day, come to that.


Long before then she had to decide what to do. But how? What could she do? Who would dare to help her? Certainly, no one living anywhere near St. Mary’s Loch would. Her father was too powerful, her brothers too brutal and too greedy, and Tuedy—


She could not bear even to think about Ringan Tuedy.


A low, canine woof abruptly curtailed her stream of thought, and she froze until a deep male voice somewhere in the darkness beyond the trees ahead of her said quietly, “Wheesht, Ramper, wheesht.”


Terrified, knowing that she was too tired to outrun anyone and dared not risk time to think, let alone try to explain herself to some stranger, eighteen-year-old Molly Cockburn dove desperately into the shrubbery and wriggled her way in as far, as quietly, and as deeply as she could, heedless of the brambles and branches that scratched and tore at her face and bare skin as she did. Lying still, she feared that her heart might be pounding loudly enough to betray her.


A susurrous sound came then of some beast—nay, a dog—sniffing. Then she heard scrabbling and a rattle of nearby dry shrubbery. Was the dog coming for her?


Hearing the man call it to heel, then a sharper, slightly more distant bark, and realizing that he and his dogs were closer than she had thought, she curled quietly to make herself as small as possible, then went utterly still, scarcely daring to breathe.


She was trembling, though, and whether it was from the cold or sheer terror didn’t matter. She was shaking so hard that she would likely make herself heard if the nosy dog did not drag her from the shrubbery or alert its master to do so.


Above the sounds of the animal that had sensed her presence came others then, even more ominous. Recognizing the distant yet much too near baying of hounds, Molly stifled a groan of despair. They were doubtless Will’s sleuthhounds, trained to track people, even—or especially—rebellious sisters.
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Twenty-four-year-old Walter Scott, Laird of Kirkurd since childhood and the sixth Lord of Rankilburn and Murthockston for a scant twenty-four hours, had just taken a long, deep, appreciative breath of the energizing, albeit chilly, damp-earth-and-foliage scented forest air—filling his lungs and trying not to think of the myriad responsibilities that had so suddenly descended on him—when his younger dog gave its low, curious woof.


“Wheesht now, Ramper,” he muttered. When the shaggy pup ignored him, its attention fixed on whatever nocturnal creature it had sensed in the always-so-intriguing shrubbery, Wat added firmly, “Come to heel now, laddie, and mind your manners as Arch does. I’d liefer you disturb no badgers or other wildlife tonight.”


Hearing its name, the older dog perked its ears, and Ramper turned obediently, if reluctantly, toward Wat. Then, pausing, Ramper lifted his head, nose atwitch.


Arch emitted a sharp warning bark at the same time, and Wat heard the distant baying that had disturbed them himself.


“Easy, lads,” he said as he strode toward the sound, his senses alert for possible trouble.


Both dogs ranged protectively ahead of him, but seeing torchlight in the near distance and now hearing hoofbeats over the hounds’ baying, he halted a few yards past the area where young Ramper had sought whatever wildlife had gone to earth there. Calling both of his dogs to heel, Wat looked swiftly around lest there be other intruders nearby.


The misty moon’s position indicated that the time was near midnight, so whoever was riding his way with hounds had not come to offer condolences to the new Lord of Rankilburn and hereditary Ranger of Ettrick Forest. That they might be raiders occurred to him next, but he dismissed that thought as unlikely, too.


A third thought and a companion fourth one that brought a near smile to his face led him to shout, “Tam, Sym, to me!”


Doffing his voluminous, fur-lined cloak, he draped it over nearby shrubbery, listened for sounds behind him, and watched the torches draw nearer as he waited.


Except for the ever-closer riders and dogs, silence ensued.


It was possible, he supposed, that neither Tam nor Sym, or perhaps only one of them, had followed him from Scott’s Hall, but both tended to be overprotective of him, and had been since his childhood. At such a time, it was more likely that both men were within shouting distance than that neither one was.


As the riders drew nearer, Wat drew his sword and eased his dirk forward, hoping that he would need neither weapon.


His dogs were quiet now and kept close, awaiting commands. Hearing a slight rustle behind him, Wat said, “Are you alone, Tam, or is Sym with you?”


“ ’Tis both of us, laird,” Jock’s Wee Tammy said quietly. “We should be enough, too. It be just four or five riders, I’m thinking.”


Even more quietly, Sym Elliot muttered, “Herself did send us out, laird.”


At Rankilburn, “Herself” referred to only one person, his grandmother.


Wat said gently, “Are you suggesting that, had Lady Meg not sent you, you would not have followed me?”


Sym cleared his throat.


“Aye, well, I’m glad you did, both of you,” Wat said, looking at the two shadowy figures as he did.


Jock’s Wee Tammy, despite his name, had nearly sixty years behind him and was thus the older as well as much the larger of the two. A time-proven warrior and still fierce with a sword, he was captain of the guard at Scott’s Hall. He and Sym had both served Wat’s father and grandfather long before Wat was born, and he knew both men well and trusted them completely. “I was woolgathering as I walked,” he told them frankly. “But Arch and Ramper warned me of our visitors.”


Lanky Sym said, “Herself sent me to tell ye that her ladyship were a-frettin’ earlier and restless. She said to remind ye that if she wakens—her ladyship, I mean—she’d be gey worried to hear ye was out roaming in the forest, so…”


“My mother and grandmother are both strong women,” Wat said when Sym paused. “I do know that Mam is grieving, Sym. We all are.”


“It were too sudden,” Tam said.


“It was, aye,” Wat agreed, stifling the new wave of grief that struck him. “We will miss my lord father sorely, but death does come to us all in the end.”


“Not from this lot we be a-seein’ now, though,” Sym said confidently, drawing his sword. Tam’s was out, too, Wat noted.


“Don’t start anything,” he warned them. “Take your cues from me.”


“Aye, sir, we know,” Tam said.


He knew that they did, but the riders were close. Their baying dogs were closer yet, and he hoped they were well trained. Arch and Ramper would fight to the death to protect him, but he didn’t want to lose either one. He kept them close.


Seconds later, a pack of four hounds dashed toward them through the trees.


“Halt and away now!” Wat bellowed, shouting what the Scotts had long shouted to keep their own dogs from tearing into their prey.


Either his roar or his words were sufficient, because the four stopped in their tracks. Two of them dropped submissively to the ground. The other two hesitated, poised and growling, teeth bared.


Wat stayed where he was and watched the riders approach, four men in pairs, the two on the right bearing flaming torches. In the fiery glow, he recognized the two leaders and a man-at-arms who served them. He did not immediately recognize the fourth man although he looked familiar.


When the four saw him and wrenched their horses to plunging halts, Wat said grimly to their leader, “Will Cockburn, what urgency brings you and these others to Rankilburn at this time of night?”


Cockburn was a neighbor who lived at Henderland Tower on St. Mary’s Loch. He was a wiry man several years older than Wat and known for leading brutal raids across the border and on the Scottish side, too. Such a reputation was common in the area, which was rife with reivers. Wat shared a somewhat similar repute.


However, the two of them had never been particularly friendly, and if Will had hoped that Rankilburn might be ripe for his raiding…


Will glowered at him. Then, exchanging a look with his brother Ned, beside him, he looked back at Wat speculatively, as if he hoped that Wat might say more.


Instead, Wat waited, expressionless, for the answer to his question.


At last, Will said, “One of our maidservants seems to have lost her way home. The hounds picked up her scent near St. Mary’s Loch and led us here.”
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Molly nearly gasped. So she was a maidservant, was she? Not that it was far off the mark. But did they truly think that Walter Scott of Kirkurd would care about a missing maidservant? And, surely, the man must be Scott of Kirkurd if Will called him “Wat” and if they were on Rankilburn land near Scott’s Hall.


“You fear that a maidservant wandered all the way here from Henderland?” Kirkurd said, his tone heavily skeptical. “Sakes, Will, ’tis eight miles or more.”


“I ken fine how far we’ve come,” Will snapped.


“Rather careless of you to lose such a lass,” Kirkurd replied evenly, doubtless wondering at Will’s curtness. “Do your maidservants often go missing?”


“Dinna be daft,” Will retorted. “It be dangerous for a lass in these woods.”


Molly could imagine the sour look on Will’s face as he spoke and prayed that heaven would keep him from getting his hands on her after chasing her such a distance. He’d get his own back first. Then he’d turn her over to Ringan Tuedy, and Tuedy had told her what he’d do to her. A shiver shot through her at the memory.


“You won’t find your serving lass here,” Kirkurd said, his deep voice reassuringly calm. “My dogs would alert me to any stranger within a mile of here, just as they did when they sensed your approach.”


A snarling voice that Molly identified with renewed dread as Tuedy’s interjected, “So ye say! But since ye’ve no said what ye’re doing out and about at such a late hour, how do we ken that ye didna come out tae meet some lass yourself? Ye kept them dogs o’ yours quiet, for I didna hear nowt from them.”


A heavy silence fell.


Molly had never met Walter Scott of Kirkurd, but her father had mentioned once that he was just six years older than she was. Tuedy, on the other hand, was older by nearly ten years. He was of powerful build, an experienced warrior, and a man ever-determined to have his own way. Would Kirkurd defer to him?


Shivering again, she hoped not.


Recalling then that Kirkurd’s authoritative tone had stopped Will’s dogs before they could surround her and reveal her presence to Will, she told herself she should be thankful for that one blessing and not be praying for more.


At last, in a tone that revealed only mild curiosity, Kirkurd said, “Tuedy, is that you? I thought you looked familiar, but it must be five or six years since last we met. Do you often help others search for lost maidservants at midnight?”


Molly’s lips twitched wryly, but her fear increased as she awaited the reply.


To her surprise, Tuedy said only, “I was visiting Piers Cockburn.” He made it sound as if it had been an ordinary visit and not one that had turned her life upside down. “But ye’ve no answered me question, Wat. What be ye doing out here?”


“It is unnecessary for any Scott to produce his reason for a moonlight stroll on Scott land,” Kirkurd said. “However, you may not yet have heard that my lord father died last night. We buried him today, so it has been a grievous time for us here. I came out into the forest to seek fresh air and peaceful solitude.”


Robert Scott of Rankilburn was dead? Sadness surged through Molly at the news. She had met him only a handful of times, but unlike her brothers and her father, Rankilburn had treated her with the respect due a lady. He had been younger than her father, and she had thought him kinder, too. She wished she could see the men as they talked, but she was facing away from them and dared not move.


Tuedy said mockingly, “Ye come seeking peace, ye say. Yet ye come fully armed and wi’ Jock’s Tam and Lady Meg’s Sym behind ye, also full-armed.”


“Most Borderers carry weapons wherever they go,” Kirkurd said.


Nay, but she must stop thinking of him as Scott of Kirkurd, Molly realized. Walter Scott was now Lord of Rankilburn and Chief of Clan Scott.


He added, “I certainly won’t ask why you four are armed or why you seek a missing maidservant instead of sending minions in search of her. But you, Tuedy, do seem over-familiar with my people.”


“Sakes, everyone kens that Sym Elliot is your grandame, Lady Meg’s, man. We also ken Jock’s Wee Tammy and that he be captain o’ Rankilburn’s guard.”


“Enough argle-bargle,” Will declared curtly. “Ye willna object if we have a look through the forest hereabouts for our lass, will ye, Wat?”


Molly held her breath again.


“I do object to such an unnecessary intrusion,” Scott replied, “especially whilst we here are grieving our loss.” His tone remained even but had an edge to it, as if he disliked Will but tried not to show it. “Tammy and Sym were nearby,” he added. “A few of my men always are. If I whistle, two score more will come.”


Molly relaxed, although the thought of more men coming was daunting.


Another silence fell before Scott added amiably, “Methinks you should train your sleuthhounds better, Will, because they must have followed a false trail here. Moreover, you ken fine that you had no business hunting man or beast in Ettrick Forest without Scott permission. You would all be wise to turn around now and ride peacefully back to Henderland.”


“What if we don’t?” Tuedy demanded provocatively.


“You are on my land, Ring Tuedy, and you must know that I now wield the power of pit and gallows. Do you doubt I’d use that power against troublemakers whilst my lady mother, my sisters, and my grandame endure deep mourning?”


When yet another silence greeted his words, Molly bit her lip in trepidation, fearing that Will and Ned might react violently to such a threat. Then, to her deep relief, she heard Will mutter something to the others, followed by the shuffling sounds of horses turning. Calling the dogs to heel, Will shouted, “Ye’d best not be lying to me, Wat. If ye’ve given shelter t’ the maid, ye’ll answer to me.”


“I am not in the habit of sheltering misplaced maidservants, Will. If such a lass shows herself here, I’ll get word to Henderland straightaway.”


Although Molly was sure that Will had heard him, he did not deign to reply.


She listened intently until she could no longer hear any sound of horses, dogs, or men. When utter silence reigned throughout the nearby forest, she decided that Will and the others had indeed departed. Moreover, she had begun to feel the icy chill again. Tension stirred, nevertheless. Had everyone truly gone away?


Gathering her courage, she decided to risk moving and carefully wiggled the toes of one bare, chilly foot, grateful to find that her toes had not gone numb.


“They’ve gone,” Walter Scott said quietly. “You can come out now.”


Every cell in Molly’s body froze where it was.
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Ramper whined again but stayed obediently at Wat’s side. The shrubbery did not move, but he was sure she was there. Will Cockburn’s sleuthhounds, although as obedient as Ramper was, had quivered so much that if Will had been paying more heed to them and less to getting his own way, he would have noticed.


“Come on out, lass,” Wat said again. “No one here will harm you. I sent my lads back, so I’m the only one here.” When there was no response, he added, “I have small interest in runaway maidservants, but I do lack infinite patience.”


“I can’t come out,” she said, her voice no more than a hoarse squeak.


“Are you stuck in the shrubbery?”


“If you put it that way, I expect I am.”


Her gentle, even educated, manner of speaking stunned him briefly to silence. She spoke as the women in his family did, so she was no ordinary maidservant. That thought gave him pause to wonder what mischief the Fates might have wrought by casting her into his path as they had.


“You will have to explain your situation more clearly,” he said with a slight frown. “I do not know why it should matter how I put that question to you.”


“I am stuck because my appearance is not such that I can show myself.”


Was it his imagination or had she sounded on the brink of laughter?


“There is little moonlight here, as you have seen for yourself,” he said. “I doubt that I could see whatever you’d liefer not show me.”


“There is gey little to show, my lord.”


He could not mistake it this time, definitely a near gurgle of laughter. His patience fled. More sharply, he said, “I can see nowt in this situation for humor.”


“Nor do I, sir, I promise you. ’Tis not humor but hysteria, I fear.”


“Whatever it is, I have had a surfeit of it for one night. Come out at once.”


“I am nearly naked,” she said flatly.


He pressed his lips together, suppressing the sudden strong urge he felt to see her. Something in the way she’d said those four words challenged him to make her come out. Ruthlessly reminding himself that he was a gentleman and that it was likely that the spirit of his father, a gentleman in every sense of the word, was still watching him, Wat said, “I have my cloak, lass. If I hold it up between us and give my word as a Borderer not to peek, will you trust me and come out?”


Silence.


“ ’Tis a gey warm, fur-lined cloak,” he murmured, shaking off some dry leaves that it had picked up from the shrubbery. “It even boasts a hood.”


“I’ll trust you, sir. I have heard that your word is good. ’Tis just that I feel so… so…” The words floated softly, even wistfully, to him. Although she did not finish the sentence, he heard rustling in the shrubbery and knew that she was trying, awkwardly or otherwise, to wriggle her way out.


“Can you manage by yourself?” he asked as he held his cloak up high enough to block his view of the relevant shrubs. “Or should I try to help?”


“I’ll manage alone if it kills me,” she muttered grimly.


His lips curved, and he realized he was smiling. Until the Cockburns’ arrival, he had felt miserable, grief-stricken, even forlorn. He’d worried about whether he was ready to step into his father’s and grandfather’s shoes and assume all the burdens of their immediate family, Rankilburn, all of Clan Scott, Ettrick Forest, and numerous other Scott holdings. Sakes, his father had even been an assistant march warden, with duties of which Wat had only slight understanding.


Nevertheless, the lass’s grim fortitude had somehow banished his despair. Whoever and whatever she was, she was damnably intriguing.


A low cry from the shrubbery almost made him shift the cloak to see what had gone amiss.


“What is it?” he demanded.


“Just another scratch,” she replied. “I’m nearly there.”


He steeled himself to be patient, expecting her to remind him of his promise not to look. His younger brother and sisters often plagued him with reminders after he’d promised them something.


But she did not.


Silence at last from the shrubbery told him that she had extricated herself, and he sensed it when she stood.


“I’m here, sir,” she said quietly as he felt her move against the cloak. “My shoulders are a bit lower down than that, though,” she added.


Gently, he draped the cloak over her shoulders, noting that she was more than a head shorter than he was. When she pulled the cloak close around her, he saw that she was slenderly curvaceous. He could also see that her long, dark hair was tangled and full of leaves. When she turned, he gasped at the scratches he saw, even by the pale moonlight, on what was otherwise a pretty but exceedingly dirty face. A thin scar of about two inches ran from the end of her right eyebrow into her hairline.


“Are you going to tell me your name?” he asked, resisting an impulse to use his thumb and wipe away a bubble of blood from the deepest scratch on her cheek.


“I’m Molly, sir.”


“Molly what?”


“Molly is sufficient for now, I think,” she said. “It is kind of you to let me borrow your cloak,” she added quickly before he could reply. “Mayhap you know of a tenant or one of your servants who might lend me a cot or pallet for the night.”


“We won’t trouble anyone else,” he said. “I suspect that you are not the maidservant that Will Cockburn and those others were seeking.”


“What I am is cold and hungry, my lord. Those men and dogs frightened me, but I am as naught to them.”


“Nevertheless, you are running from something, lass. No self-respecting female would be flinging herself into rough shrubbery, half naked, without good cause. And prithee, do not spin me a wheen of blethers about your being other than self-respecting. I shan’t believe you.”


“The truth is that I am not feeling at all self-sufficient,” she said. “I simply acted when the opportunity arose, without thought. Consequently, the greatest and most fearful likelihood is that my so-impulsive act will prove futile.”


“Sakes, then why did you run away?”


Giving him a direct, even challenging look, she said with resolute calm, “I have asked myself that question more than once tonight, my lord. The answer is that my reasons are ones that you are likely to deem insufficient, even senseless.”


“Tell me anyway.”


“Very well, I ran because it is or, more precisely, was my wedding night.”
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Molly didn’t dare look at him, so certain was she that he would demand to know more. To her surprise, though, he put a gentle hand on her right shoulder and urged her forward as he said, “We’ll go this way. You will be warmer walking than standing here.”


“But you cannot mean to take me to Scott’s Hall,” she protested, as she huddled gratefully into the warmth of his cloak and tied its strings at her throat.


“Aye, sure, I will take you there. I cannot leave you out here wandering in the woods. For one thing, I’ll want my cloak back. ’Tis nearly new.”


“Well, if you want it—” She put a hand back to the bow she had tied.


“Don’t be daft,” he said more curtly. “You will wear it, and we will go to the Hall. You will be safe there, I promise. My mother and grandmother will see to that, not to mention my sisters and any number of maidservants.”


“In troth, sir, I do not fear you, and your offer of warmth is sorely tempting,” she said. “But much as I’d welcome your hospitality, I must not endanger you or your family. If you take me to the Hall, dire trouble may follow.”


“I won’t let any harm befall you,” he said. “As for trouble, we’ve met with such before and will doubtless do so again. The Hall is fortified and well guarded, so you should feel safe inside our wall.”


Although she kept silent to see if he would say more, he did not, and since she suspected that he would refuse to let her stay where she was, even had she been daft enough to want to, she walked with him in near companionable silence until she realized, to her dismay, that his lack of curiosity nettled her.


Not that she wanted to explain anything to him. She did not want to talk about herself at all and ought simply to accept that he was offering a refuge.


At that thought, she felt suddenly weak-kneed. It was as if the knowledge that she was safe, if for only a short time, drained what energy she had had left.


When she swayed, a firm hand cupped her right elbow, steadying her.


“You have come a long way, I think, and you are barefoot,” he said. “We have some distance to go yet, so I’ll carry you if you like. You’re small enough that I could do so easily.”


Energy surged back, and she straightened, saying with forced calm that she hoped would seem to equal his own, “Thank you, sir, but I am accustomed to going without shoes in all weather. If I am tired, it is because of the late hour and the fact that I had nearly given up hope of finding shelter.”


“As you like,” he said amiably, adding in the same way, “Ramper, keep to the trail.” But he did not move his hand away from her elbow, and she was grateful for its presence there. She seemed to draw strength from him, and she could not recall the last time she had felt such a thing with any man.


The silence between them continued as they walked. When she realized that he would make no further attempt to question her, she relaxed and began to pay closer heed to their surroundings.


Moonlight glinted on mist-damp leaves, providing enough light for her to discern the path they followed. The older dog kept to it. The younger one wandered off now and again but returned at a quiet word from its master.


“Why do you call him Ramper?” she asked him. “He’s not an eel.”


“No, but he squirms like one and can get out of any place I put him.”


She glanced up at him, noting his firm, dark profile against the moonlight. He seemed completely at his ease, clearly trusting his dogs to warn of any danger.


Before long, torchlight ahead told her they were approaching Scott’s Hall. A few minutes thereafter, they crossed a wide clearing and the gate in the high wall swung wide at their approach.


Her companion bade the man on the gate a good evening but said no more.


“Should you not have warned them that those men might return?” she asked, keeping her voice low so that only he would hear her.


“Nay, for my lads have received their orders from Tam and will keep a close watch, as always. Moreover, those men will not return tonight.”


She was not as sure of that as he seemed to be, but she had seen enough to know that, try as they might, neither Will nor Tuedy would enter Scott’s Hall that night. Its high wall and iron-barred gates would keep them out.


Inside, torches in the cobblestone yard revealed that the Hall boasted three towers. Her escort guided her to the central one. It was doubtless the keep, because its door opened onto an entryway where an alert porter rose from his stool.


A stairway beyond him took them up a few steps to the great hall. Just inside, his lordship paused and turned to face her. Frowning a little, and without warning, he put a hand to her chin and tilted her face up.


Involuntarily, Molly flinched, but he held her chin firmly and seemed to examine her doubtless filthy face. He had looked at her earlier, but not like this.


He looked as if he would comment but released her instead when a young maidservant in a leaf-green kirtle, a white apron, and a white half-veil over curly reddish-blonde hair hurried toward them.


Molly fought to steady her senses.


“Good evening, Emma,” his lordship said. “This is Mistress Molly, who will be staying with us for a time. Prithee, show her to a guest chamber and order hot water for a bath. She has been walking in the forest and is well nigh freezing, so the first thing is to warm her. She is also likely hungry and will need clothes to wear in the morning. She seems to be about the same size as the lady Janet, so…”


“I’ll look after her, m’lord, aye,” the lass said, giving Molly a warm smile. “Meantime, sir, Herself wants a word wi’ ye. She said to bid ye come to her sitting room straightaway when ye came in.”


Molly stiffened, wondering if Herself was his mother or even his wife to have summoned him in such a way. But she managed to retain the little composure she had left, telling herself that it was foolish to think he might abandon her.


As if he could hear her thoughts, he said reassuringly, “Go with Emma, mistress. I’ll see you in the morning when you come down to break your fast. Emma will bring you down to the high table when you’re ready.”


Molly doubted that she would ever be “ready” for further conversation with the new Lord of Rankilburn. As she thanked him politely and bade him goodnight, she saw that his thoughtful frown had returned.
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Wat stood still, watching “Mistress Molly” walk away with young Emma Elliot. On Molly, his new cloak dusted the floor, and he realized that it had doubtless dragged along the forest floor, as well, and would need a good brushing. But his man, Emma’s brother Jed, would take care of that for him.


Nevertheless, and despite Molly’s bedraggled appearance, she carried herself with regal grace and revealed no outward sign of her difficult evening.


Her lack of proper clothing under the cloak would doubtless shock Emma, though. So would the bruise that was beginning to discolor her left cheek, and if Emma noticed the pale thin scar from their guest’s right eyebrow to just above her right ear, those details might shock her, too.


Recalling Molly’s wince, and her earlier dizziness, he knew she was still frightened. That increased his admiration for her fortitude and surface calm.


A smile touched his lips when it occurred to him that if he lingered much longer to watch her, he risked annoying his grandmother. Also, nearly a dozen men slept on pallets in the great hall. Most were warriors and thus light sleepers.


None would spread gossip abroad, but given cause to suspect that he’d taken an unusual interest in his new young charge, they might talk amongst themselves.


Therefore, collecting his wits, he strode back to the main stairway and up two levels to his grandmother’s sitting room. He was well aware that, having summoned him, she would not retire without seeing him.


Opening the door after a perfunctory rap, he found her alone in the room, sitting comfortably, albeit soberly, in a cushioned chair before a small fire in the hooded fireplace. She stared into the flames, the stitchery in her lap forgotten.


The lady Margaret Scott turned her head as he entered. Smiling the warm smile that was his alone, she said, “So you are back at last. I am told that intruders dared to disturb your solitude.”


Her voice was low and musical, her face and nose long and thin. Her mouth was so large and wide that before she married his grandfather, insolent wags had called her Muckle-Mouth Meg. However, her smiles, of every sort, were beautiful, and her figure was still graceful and slim. Her pale skin remained soft-looking with fewer lines than most women who boasted her nearly sixty years of age.


Her dark brown hair was graying, but she still wore it in the long, thick plait that she favored, draped now over her right shoulder. Her dark-lashed eyes were stone-gray, their irises black-rimmed, and their whites as clear as ever. Her head remained bare of veil or coif, and she had changed from the somber clothing she had worn to her son’s burial into her favorite soft, pale-green robe.


Gesturing toward a nearby back-stool as Wat pushed the door shut behind him, she said, “Sit now and tell me about your visitors.”


“Since Sym doubtless told you exactly what happened, Gram,” he replied, bending to kiss her cheek, “I hope you don’t expect me to describe it all again.”


“Do pull up that stool or a cushion and make yourself comfortable, love,” she said. “Sym did tell me such details as he saw and heard for himself, but…”


When she paused, Wat said, “If that is all he said, he must be failing sadly. Do you honestly expect me to believe he did not offer his own opinion of my visitors—aye, and of mine own actions and speech?”


“I would be wasting my breath if I said any such thing,” she replied. “Sym speaks as frankly now as he did when he was a bairn, and I still find his opinions educational and often as highly amusing as they were then. He has changed in other ways since then, to be sure, especially since his Nelly died.”


Wat knew Sym’s history, as did nearly every other inhabitant of Scott’s Hall. “I interrupted you, Gram,” he said, drawing the back-stool closer to her and turning it so he could straddle it. “You were saying…”


“… that although Sym described the men and their actions and said that you had named two of them—Will Cockburn of Henderland and Ringan Tuedy of Drumelzier—neither one is a man I’d expect to come here unannounced at such an hour. Not peacefully, at all events. Sym said that Will professed to be hunting a missing maidservant. He also said that, in his opinion, it was a wheen o’ blethers.”


“I agree with Sym. Did he linger long enough to note aught else of interest?”


She shook her head. “He said only that Will had brought sleuthhounds with him and how sternly you ordered the men and their dogs back to Henderland. He said you also told him and Tammy to return here whilst you stayed out in the forest.” Her eyes twinkled as she added, “Sym did say that, at another time, he might have stuck close, because he thought you were up to something. But now that you’re the laird, he said, he thought he’d been wiser to obey you.”


“Much wiser,” Wat said, meeting her gaze.


“So what were you up to, love?”


“In short, madam, I found a young woman in the shrubbery.”


“Mercy, who is she?”


“She says her name is Molly,” he said, folding his arms over the top of the back-stool. “She did not provide a surname.”


“Would not or could not?”


“She said only that she thought Molly would suffice for now.”


Lady Meg frowned. “She sounds rather too sure of herself, then, to be Will Cockburn’s missing maidservant, if such a creature exists.”


“I am sure that she is no one’s servant, Gram, although someone struck her recently. She has a bruise rising on her right cheek.”


After a thoughtful pause, Lady Meg said, “Describe this Molly to me.”


“When I turned her over to Emma, she looked like someone dragged backward through a bush, mayhap several bushes,” he replied frankly. “When I persuaded her to show herself, she wore only a ragged shift. Her hair was tangled, and she had scratches all over her from burrowing into and out of the shrubbery.”


“Hiding from whom? Might that still be Will Cockburn or Ringan Tuedy?”


“I suspect that it may be one or the other, even both. But I’m nearly certain she is wellborn, Gram. She speaks like a gently-bred lady.”


“Did she tell you anything about herself?”


“Only that she had fled her wedding night,” Wat replied.
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While Molly waited for her bathwater in the pleasant bedchamber to which Emma had shown her, the younger girl bustled about preparing for her to bathe. Dragging a large tin tub from the corner where it apparently lived, Emma next fetched towels and soap from a nearby kist and set them on a stool beside the tub.


“There always be hot water on the hob, mistress,” she said with one of her cheery smiles as she shook out and refolded the larger of the two towels. Then, smoothing her apron over her green kirtle and pushing an errant reddish blonde curl back under her veil, she added, “Our lads willna tak’ long to fetch your water up here. I told one o’ them to bring ye food, too. I hope bread and cheese will be enough. The kitchen ha’ been closed yet a while.”


“Bread and cheese sounds delicious,” Molly said sincerely. “You seem gey cheerful and efficient, Emma, for someone I must be keeping up long past her usual hour for retiring. I am grateful to you, though.”


“Good sakes, this be nowt,” Emma said. “Me da serves Lady Meg and has done since ever she came to Rankilburn. It be her rule that visitors should aye be well served and want for nowt that we can provide.”


“That is kind and generous of her ladyship, but I expect you must be wondering how I came to be wearing his lordship’s cloak,” Molly said, certain that the maid would know it was his and not her own.


The comfort the cloak gave her had not lessened. Nor had the strong, albeit wholly unfamiliar, sense of security that the thick, fur-lined garment offered. It was huge on her but oh-so-warm and soft wherever it touched her skin. She could detect the rather spicy scent of Walter Scott when she inhaled. Nevertheless, she dreaded the fact that she would soon have to reveal how little she wore under it.


“ ’Tis nae business o’ mine, mistress,” Emma said lightly. “I did think your cloak looked much like his lordship’s and wondered if it were a new fashion to wear one’s cloaks so long. However, ye needna explain your doings t’ the likes o’ me.”


Turning away to fetch a screen that stood against the nearby wall, she moved it nearer the tub. As she did, footsteps sounded on the stairs beyond the door, followed by a double rap, heralding the arrival of Molly’s bathwater.


Two young men carried it in, in large buckets. They seemed to be as lacking in curiosity as Emma, and Molly decided that Scott’s Hall was far better managed than Henderland was. Since Walter Scott had been its lord for only a day or so, she imagined that the deft hand behind such management must have been his father’s… until she recalled Emma’s casual mention of Lady Meg’s rules.


“Is there not a Lady Scott, as well?” Molly asked Emma quietly while the men filled the tub. “Or is his late lordship’s wife called Lady Rankilburn?”


Emma shook her head. “She be Lady Scott, aye, but the poor soul suffers from ill health. See you, though, Lady Meg began running things here when she married his young lordship’s granddad. I reckon she’ll keep on running them till she dies unless his lordship marries someone wi’ a stronger will than hers.”


Emma’s grin revealed doubt that such a person existed.


Recalling how swiftly his lordship had excused himself after receiving his grandmother’s summons, Molly wondered if anyone dared to cross Lady Meg’s will. The woman sounded fierce.


“You say that your father serves Lady Meg?”


“Aye, because the auld laird, Sir Walter, set him to Lady Meg’s service the day they wed and said he was t’ serve her till she didna want him nae more. He was nobbut eleven then, so he did it and he still does. And happy he is about that, too.”


“Your mother must also live here, then, aye?”


Emma’s expression clouded. “Me mam died when I were ten. We still miss her summat fierce.”


“How old are you now?”


“Just on fifteen.”


“That must have been very hard,” Molly said sympathetically. “My mother died when I was a bairn, so I barely remember her, and my favorite grandame died when I was eight. She lived with us, and I do miss her. The other one lived longer, but in troth, the only thing I remember about her is that she always wore black gowns, had yellow teeth, and sat like a queen, as if she expected everyone to bow or curtsy to her. She certainly expected me to curtsy whenever I saw her.”


Emma smiled. “Me grannies was both tartars sometimes, too, but I loved them both. Granny Gledstanes died last year, but Granny Elliot lives on. Everyone likes her, although they take good care to step out o’ her path when she’s on a rant.”


The men, having finished filling the tub, left quietly and shut the door.


Molly stood where she was, yearning to get into the water and let it warm her but shy with the cheerful Emma, since she had never had a maid to aid her bathing.


His lordship’s fur-lined cloak still felt like a refuge, but her shift was damp beneath it and beginning to cloy.


Emma adjusted the screen to conceal the tub and its occupant from the doorway. Then, giving Molly a direct look, she said, “I’m t’ help ye as little or as much as ye like, mistress. I’ve put a wash-clout with them towels and some o’ Lady Meg’s own soap withal.”


“I’ll wash myself then,” Molly said. With a small sigh, she added, “I cannot use his lordship’s cloak as a robe, though, Emma. In fact, I ken fine that he’d like to have it back, and I’ve naught on underneath save a ragged shift.”


“Then I’ll fetch ye a warm robe and a pair o’ the lady Janet’s mules,” Emma said without a blink. “And dinna be thinking she’ll mind, for she won’t. She has the warmest heart o’ them all. Be there aught else that ye’ll need straightaway?”


“A comb and brush,” Molly said. “I’ll just twist my hair up in a knot to bathe, but I do want to brush the leaves and such out of it afterward.”


“I’ll see to it all straightaway,” Emma promised.


Blessing the girl’s amiable, incurious nature, Molly waited only to hear the door open and shut before testing the water with the toes of one foot. It was hotter than she had expected, but she knew it would cool fast. So, draping the cloak over the screen, she peeled off the ruined shift and lowered herself gratefully into the tub.


Her scrapes and scratches made the process a penance, but she knew that her injuries would heal faster when they were clean. Lady Meg’s soap smelled of spring flowers and she used it liberally, rediscovering the painful bruise on her cheek, where Tuedy had struck her, as she washed her face.


Soaking drowsily then, she let her thoughts drift again to her rescuer.


One new thing that she had noticed about him by the torchlight in the yard and in the great hall was that the new Lord of Rankilburn was handsomer than any man had a right to be. A head taller than she was, with chiseled features and hazel eyes, he possessed the strong, muscular shoulders and thighs of a swordsman and the otherwise lean and lanky body of one who spent many days on horseback.


She wondered if he always greeted unexpected events so calmly and how he was faring now with his fierce grandame.


[image: image]


Rarely was Wat able to stun his grandmother, so the astonished look on her face when he told her that Molly had fled her wedding night nearly brought a smile to his lips. Restraining himself, he waited politely for her response.


Her clear gray eyes narrowed suspiciously. “If I did not know you better, sir, I would suspect you of having a game with me. Are you actually telling me that the girl you found in the woods is a married woman?”


“Marriage is the only way I know to come by a wedding night,” Wat said. “Having not witnessed the ceremony for myself, though—”


“Mind your tongue, sir,” Lady Meg said.


He shook his head at her. “We must find out where she lives, Gram, and see that she gets safely home. My guess is that her new husband was rough with her and gave her a fright. But she belongs with him, nevertheless.”


“You must not send her anywhere until we learn more about her, sir. Where is she? I want to see her for myself.”


“At present, Emma is aiding her with a bath and providing food and clothing for her to wear. So, unless you mean to cross-question her in her tub—”


“You say she wore only a ragged shift?”


“Aye, or so she said. I did not peek when I gave her my cloak to wear.”


“Then she fled because of fear rather than anger. I’ll let her sleep tonight and see her in the morning. But we must give her sanctuary until we learn the truth.”


“Must we?” Wat asked. He kept his tone mild but held her gaze.


Her composure withstood his challenge, but he discerned a twinkle in her eyes when she said, “So you would remind me of my place, would you, my lord? Aye, well, you are right to do so. The burden of decision here in all things is now yours to bear. But I would ask you to think carefully about this matter. If young Molly is who I suspect she may be, I have some right to speak for her. Only some, though, because I made no attempt to speak up during these many years past.”


“I would attend closely to your counsel in any event, Gram,” he said. “But why do you think you have a particular right to speak for her?”


“Because someone must. You are wise beyond your years, sir, but you have yet to think this matter through. Consider only what we know to be true. First, men from Henderland were seeking her. Don’t bother to repeat that tale about a missing maidservant, because I refuse to believe that Will Cockburn would waste his time with such. He would wait for her return and then take a switch to her.”


“I have said that I don’t believe she is anyone’s servant,” Wat reminded her. “But I’ve never seen her before, so who do you think she may be?”


“Piers Cockburn of Henderland does have a daughter, you know,” Lady Meg said. “I am sure you will recall that fact, because if I am not mistaken, your father once suggested her to you as an acceptable wife. Her name is Margaret. Her grandmother, Marjory Cockburn, was a dear friend of mine in the days before our sons took different courses politically. If your Molly is Margaret Cockburn, then I am her godmother and she is my namesake.”


That would, Wat mused, explain why his father had suggested Lady Margaret Cockburn as a suitable wife.


“I do recall such a conversation, and Father did suggest such a marriage, but he did not press me to agree to it,” he said. “Nor did he mention that you were Lady Margaret’s godmother, Gram. You know as well as he did then that I was too busy training to win a knighthood to think seriously of marrying anyone.”


“I know that you thought you were,” she agreed with a smile. “I also know that you told him you would not marry anyone unless he commanded you to do so.” Her smile faded. “Have you not also considered, love, who her husband must be?”


He had not, but he did now. The most logical answer was plain.


“If she is who you think she is, he cannot be one of her three brothers, or Will’s man-at-arms,” he said grimly. “So her husband is most likely Ring Tuedy.”


“Sufficient cause for any lass to flee, I should think,” Lady Meg said tartly. “Whilst she stays here, I suggest that you let her go on being just Molly. It will be more comfortable for her so, and word of her presence here is less likely to spread.”
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“God ha’ mercy, mistress, what dreadful mischief befell ye?”


Startled at the sound of Emma’s voice so nearby, Molly realized that she had sunk herself so deeply in thought that she had failed to hear the latch click open.


“I didna mean to give ye a fright,” Emma said. “And I ken fine that it be nae business of mine. But when I saw all them scratches…”


Pausing, she added more gently, “I saw earlier that ye’d bruised and scratched your face, so I did bring the balm that Lady Meg keeps in the pantry. It may at least keep ye from getting another scar. I dinna ken what all might be in it, but when I cut myself wi’ a knife, helping out in the kitchen, it healed gey quick.”


“I’d be grateful if you would hand me the towel now and then rub some of your balm on my scratches after I’m dry.”


“Aye, sure,” Emma said. “I’ve brung ye a kirtle and shift, as well as a warm robe and slippers from Lady Janet’s kists. I ken fine she’ll say I ought to ha’ brung ye her new kirtle, but I thought ye might be happier wi’ one o’ her older ones.”


“You were right,” Molly said with relief. “I’m most grateful to you for your thoughtfulness, Emma. I haven’t had a new kirtle for an eon, so a well-worn one will suit me better, and that soft pink color is one of my favorites.”


“I just thought how I’d feel, if it was me,” Emma said. “I told one o’ the lads t’ bring up a hot brick for ye wi’ your bread and cheese, too. He left them by the door, so I’ll just fetch them in and slip the brick into the bed whilst ye dry yourself.”


Handing Molly the towel, she disappeared around the screen again.


Molly dried herself quickly, listening as Emma moved back and forth in the bedchamber. The screen was too tall to see over, so she wrapped the towel around her for warmth and stepped around it.


Emma turned with a smile. “If ye’ll sit on yon stool, I can rub the salve over the scrapes on your back, and ye can tuck into the bread and cheese whilst I do. Then ye can put on that robe, and I’ll brush out your hair.”


Ten minutes later, Molly lay snugly in bed, and the maidservant had gone, leaving her to her whirling thoughts. Savoring the warmth that the hot, flannel-wrapped brick provided, she reminded herself that for the night, at least, she was as safe as she could be.


If another thought followed that one, she was unaware of it and slept peacefully and dreamlessly until Emma opened the curtains and shutters the next morning to reveal a sky of drifting dark clouds, threatening more rain to come.


“Herself did say she’d talk wi’ ye after ye’ve broken your fast,” Emma said.


Molly’s stomach clenched, making her hope she would be able to eat before she had to face his lordship’s grandmother. However, when she followed Emma down to the great hall, she saw that his lordship awaited her on the dais, alone.
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Wat stared at the young woman approaching the dais with Emma, skirting the two trestles of men still breaking their fast, and could scarcely believe that she was the lost waif he had found the night before. The soft pink kirtle she wore made her skin look like alabaster, and she carried a familiar-looking pink and gray wool shawl that he recognized as Janet’s.


Her hair looked much lighter now than when it was damp. Then sunlight from a high window touched it, revealing streaks of gold. She had plaited it and twisted it at her nape, giving him a clear view of her well-scrubbed oval face. How had he failed to note that her lovely eyes were golden, the color of pine chips?


Her natural unplucked eyebrows and lashes were darker than her hair. The brows lay smoothly and nearly met above the bridge of her nose, a trait that he considered intriguing, even alluring. She would be a beauty when that bruise faded.


She eyed him with wary intensity, and he tried to imagine how it would feel to have run away from one’s sacred obligations and accepted shelter in a strange household.


Despite her wariness, her pace did not falter and she carried herself with the dignity he had noted the night before. Nevertheless, and although the thought irked him, he was as dutybound to see her returned to her husband as she was to return.


He understood his grandmother’s position. He could also sympathize with any woman married to Ring Tuedy. But none of that altered the fact that Molly was as much Tuedy’s possession now as any other chattels the man might own.


Having run from him, she’d likely face punishment on her return. But no woman could hope to humiliate her husband on their wedding night with impunity.


Lady Meg was a wise woman with more experience of such matters than he had. She was also competent, courageous, and as practical as he was. But he disliked pretense of any sort, and in this instance, he thought that his position was the more realistic one and more likely to avoid unnecessary risk.


To draw the ire of a temperamental man like Piers Cockburn and his even more pugnacious sons must always qualify as risky. If Molly was Piers’s daughter and Will’s and Ned’s sister as Lady Meg suspected, the Cockburns would take offense at any interference from Wat. So would Ring Tuedy, who belonged to one of the most ruthless families in the Borders. Moreover, Wat knew that such interference between a man and his wife was illegal and could land him in the suds with the Kirk, the King, and the Earl of Douglas, his own liege lord.


A wistfulness in Molly’s expression as she glanced around the hall banished all thought of those powerful entities, leaving Wat with a stronger reluctance than ever to force her return, whether the situation was her own fault or not.


As she stepped onto the dais, he stood to greet her.


When she paused to make him a polite curtsy, he moved toward her.


“Rise, mistress,” he said. “My grandmother will be down shortly, and she wants to talk with you. But you and I must talk more before then, I think.”


“As you wish, my lord,” she said softly. “I am grateful for your hospitality.”


“Never mind that,” he said, urging her to a seat beside his own. “Sit down and let them serve you. Emma said that you ate only bread and cheese last night.”


“I shan’t starve,” she said, taking the seat he indicated. “Should I sit beside you, though? If your grandame is going to join us, or your lady mother—”


“If you eat quickly, we can be away before Gram descends,” he interjected with a slight smile, “and my mother won’t come down for hours. I’d like us to walk in the yard for a time, because I want to ask some more questions, if I may.”


“Certes, you may, sir,” she said. Turning toward young, fair-haired Edwin, who approached then to ask what she liked to eat, she said, “Prithee, I would like a lightly boiled egg, two slices of any cold sliced meat you have at hand, and toast.”


“At once, mistress,” Edwin said, turning away as Wat took his own seat again and took a manchet loaf from a basketful on the table.


“I’ve eaten,” he told Molly. “But these are fresh-baked. Do you want one?”


“Nay, thank you,” she said. “My egg and toast will take only a few minutes to prepare. What did you want to ask me?”


He hesitated, aware that men in the lower hall were watching them. Then, politely, he said, “Did you sleep well?”


She raised her eyebrows, doubtless aware that that was not one of the chief questions in his mind. But she said, “Better than I’ve slept in weeks, aye. My bed was much more comfortable than what I’d expected to endure, and quiet, withal.”


“Is your own bedchamber so noisy, then?”


“It often is so when I go to bed,” she replied. Casting a glance around the lower hall, she added, “Our men think of naught save their own entertainment.”


“Your men?”


She gave him a quizzical look but turned away again when Edwin reappeared with a tray. “So quickly?” she said, revealing delight as well as surprise. “What excellent service you enjoy here, my lord.”


Edwin chuckled. “This be gey quick even for Scott’s Hall, mistress,” he said, setting a bowl with her egg and a spoon before her. “See you, the chef had an egg on the boil for the housekeeper. When I tellt them both that I’d heard his lordship say he were eager to get outside, Mistress Ferguson said ye should ha’ this one. All I had t’ do was set bread to toast at the fire and slice your beef.”


Thanking him, she fell to at once, and Wat did not question her further. Her enjoyment of her simple fare was clear. She broke her egg into the bowl, stirred it about, and used her toast to dip up egg before taking a bite. Then, rolling a slice of her beef into a tube, she daintily bit off an end and chewed.


“Will you take ale, mistress?” Edwin asked her, reaching for the pitcher.


Still chewing, she shook her head. Then, swallowing, she said, “I usually drink water when I break my fast. We have our own spring, you see. It bubbles right out of the rocks near the—” Breaking off, she looked down at the remaining toast beside the wee bowl and spooned the rest of her egg onto it.


Realizing that she would say no more, Wat said, “Prithee, Edwin, bring our guest some water.”


Molly looked up and smiled at Edwin but looked quickly away again and went on eating in silence.


Wat glanced toward the archway leading to the private stair, half expecting to see Lady Meg step through it. But the archway remained reassuringly empty.


“Did you not want to ask me more questions?” Molly asked him.


“I do, but I’d prefer to talk in the greater privacy of the yard,” he said, glancing again at the stairway.
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