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PROLOGUE
"By God, not again!” William Cuthbertson glared at his oldest daughter. "You show up more often than a pebble in my shoe, girl! What is it this time?"
Judith Cuthbertson Willoughby Henderson looked down at the stone steps. The lone blue feather from her bonnet was soaked; dye drizzled from its tip to mix with the puddle of muddy water at her feet. The rain had finally stopped, but too late to matter. Her slippers were ruined, her stockings sodden, the hem of her best blue dress was caked with mud.
The coach ride had lasted three days; she’d no coin to purchase accommodations. Sleeping had been accomplished by sitting in the corner of the jostling carriage, wedging herself against the wall. Despite her letter home, there had been no wagon waiting at the crossroads. She’d waited for an hour, then placed the box under her arm, grabbed the weight of her skirt with both hands and proceeded up the lane she’d walked so many times as a young girl.
Half way here, the rain had come, a precursor to her welcome.
Standing on the steps of the manor house she’d called home for most of her life, Judith wondered if she had ever before felt as unwelcome as she did at this particular moment.
It came as no surprise that her father insisted upon explanations now, nor was his anger entirely unexpected. Of course he would be enraged that she was, once again, dependent upon his charity. She had managed to anger him by simply breathing.
Judith ignored the familiar flash of pain.
"Have you nothing to say, girl? You, the oldest of my girls and the only one to return home like a bad penny!" he roared.
He lifted his balled fist toward Judith, but she remained rigid, shuttering her eyes against the blur of his descending hand. The air of its passage brushed against her cheek as his fist missed her face by a scant inch.
A long moment later, she looked up and met his angry gaze with a calm and placid facade. It was a lesson she had finally learned.
"The Matthew’s were emigrating to the Colonies, sir. There was no coin for my passage." The words were said calmly, softly. Her blue eyes were clear, without guile. No emotion shone at all, except for fatigue, but then, she could not totally mask her exhaustion. There was nothing about the telling of the tale to indicate that it had been conjured up during the long walk home.
"And why did you not become indentured, then?” Her father’s face was suffused with red as he continued to glare at her. Judith looked down at her feet, at the small box tied with string which contained all her worldly possessions. What a pitiful sight it was.
Instead of elaborating on her lie, she answered him simply. "I will not be an encumbrance, sir. Perhaps I could find another position, somewhere." Or, was it her burden to fail at servitude as adroitly as she had at marriage?
The squire was not appeased. To have her return again was outside of enough! Was she a plague upon his life?
"Is there no welcome for me here, then?" Judith finally asked, screwing up her courage. Where would she go if he would not allow her to stay? Her married sisters were too afraid of her father to give her shelter. Nor would she willingly knock upon the poorhouse door. What, then, would she do? Accept Hiram Matthew’s invitation to whoredom?
Not again.
William Cuthbertson stared into his daughter’s face knowing that, in this at least, he had no choice. Her presence shamed him, yet his refusal to grant her entrance would only provide fodder for the gossiping harpies in the neighborhood. He nodded finally and grudgingly stepped aside, allowing her to mount the steps for the comfort of the solar, her mother and her chattering sisters.
Judith summoned the last of her strength as she climbed the stone stairs. At the door, she turned, looking back at her father. It had ever been this way. She had realized long ago there would never be affection from him. As a child, though, she had prayed to have been left as a fairy changeling’s gift, pretending that she was not related to the squire at all. Somehow, it was easier to believe she was not his child than to accept he truly cared nothing for her.
He watched her close the heavy oak door. So, she was back again, was she?
She was an unnatural female, his daughter. She bore no resemblance to her sisters, or his wife, nothing about her mirrored his own healthy looks. If his wife had been another sort of woman, the squire would have believed himself supporting a bastard all these years. Judith was tall, an oddity in a woman. Her hair was brown, not blonde like the Cuthbertsons, her eyes a shade of blue so dark it disquieted him.
Yet, it was not simply her physical appearance which marked her as different. There was a restrained air about her which spoke not of tranquility, but rather of duplicity. Sometimes, he saw a spark of rage in those odd eyes of hers, but in the next second it was gone, to be replaced by a docility he did not trust.
The girl had not taken to marriage the way a gentlewoman should, resisting from the first. He had wed her to a neighbor, only to have her return within months. He had then wed her to a soldier, whose stern countenance and air of authority should have meant the end of her stubborn ways. A few years later, she was his burden again, a wan shadow of herself, but still determined to plague his old age. Widowed twice over, she should have brought money or land with her, instead, she cost him in room and board.
She’d returned for the last time. She was twenty-four years old, doomed to remain in his household for the rest of her life. Unless he did something to ensure she never came back.
He almost smiled at the thought.
****
Madelaine Cuthbertson hugged her oldest daughter tightly, almost in apology for having faced the Squire alone. Once, she had been an attractive woman. Twelve births since she had married at seventeen had aged her until she looked as frail as a fragile summer flower. Only five of those children had survived childhood and, as the Squire was quick to point out, they were all worthless girls.
Madelaine's hair had whitened as her husband's, nature softly bleaching the soft strands of blond around her face until it appeared as if she wore a halo. In fact, everyone who knew her thought she had a spirit and a personality to match the most devoted of God's angels. She was a peacemaker in a house whose walls trembled with the Squire's temper, a soothing presence in a room filled with the sometimes whiny voices of her daughters, a gentle soul in a life that had not been gentle although it had not lacked in comfort.
Judith gripped her mother's arms tightly, kissed her cheeks and reluctantly pulled away to answer the questions from her sisters.
They were all present in the room, even Sally and Jane, who had both married the year before. Their husbands' farms were not far away, a fact which enabled them to visit their mother often, bringing with them their infant sons, who were feted and spoiled as only boys can be in a totally female household.
Two months had not made a substantial difference in her third sister’s appearance, Judith thought, but there seemed to be a serenity about Dorothea which had been missing before. Dorothea did not seem to dread her marriage, but, instead, eagerly anticipated it.
Elizabeth, the youngest of the five, had not changed at all. At fifteen, she was the antithesis of the Cuthbertson females, who matured early. There would always be something childlike about Elizabeth. By unspoken agreement, Judith had been her champion, protecting her from the harsh and sometimes critical judgments of others, including her father. He knew well that Elizabeth was different from his other daughters, but refused to believe that she could not be changed by a little discipline and hard work. The fact that he had not succeeded in his approach was due more to the nature of Elizabeth's malady than to Judith's occasional pleading intervention.
"Tell me what happened, Judith," her mother coaxed, leading her to a cushion by the fire. Even in spring the old house was dank and chill. Judith sank gratefully beside the hearth, allowing Elizabeth to take the box from her hand, and Sally, her still dripping bonnet. She slipped the top two buttons of her dress free, then ignored the clinging of the sodden cloth. She could endure the discomfort a little longer.
She had borne far worse.
Judith knew her mother wasn't speaking about her father's welcome.
"The Matthews were emigrating to the Colonies, Mother," she said, repeating the same lie she'd told her father. Judith fervently hoped her mother wouldn't pry beyond that sketchy explanation.
Hiram Matthews was a fawning, drooling letch, who seemed intent upon waylaying her at every opportunity, even as she escorted his children on their morning walks. He wanted her to accompany him on a journey, true, but it would have lasted no farther than the most convenient inn. Her last employer seemed fixed upon the idea that her duties should be nurse to his children, companion to his wife and his occasional whore, whenever chance and inclination made that possible.
Madelaine Cuthbertson knew there was more to the story than her daughter was telling, but she was also aware that unless her oldest child chose to divulge it, there was little she would learn. While the other girls seemed to share their every thought, Judith would often remain quiet and watchful, engrossed not in being the center of attention as much as she was in observing life around her. As an adult, Judith remained as unapproachable as she had been as a child, contained in herself. Madelaine suspected that Judith’s silences hid far more than a simple wish to avoid discussing herself.
Yet, despite Madelaine’s appearance, she was not a saint, nor did she have the courage of one. There had been times in the past when she might have broached the wall surrounding her oldest child, but she had never done so. And this moment passed also, the opportunity for candor untaken, the bridge untraveled.
Judith sat, staring at her hands, trapped in her isolation and her mother did not disturb the sanctity of it.
Elizabeth sat as quietly beside her, occupied with the box and the string's intricate knots.
"You would be better served by retiring to a nunnery, Judith," Sally said with an edge to her voice. "You would not have half the difficulty you have now, in either keeping a position or a husband."
"I, for one, do not blame Judith for her troubles. First Poor Peter, and then Anthony." Dorothea shivered. She was glad her own prospective groom was strong and handsome.
"Peter Willoughby was simply Peter Willoughby until Judith married him," Sally said, scathingly. "Now he is forever referred to as Poor Peter."
"Do you blame Judith for his death, sister?" Dorothea asked calmly, as if Judith were not sitting five feet from her.
"No, I suppose not," Sally admitted reluctantly, "but it's said that marriage hastened his demise."
“In all fairness, ‘tis his mother who spreads that tale.” This unexpected defense came from Jane, who glanced at Judith over the skein of wool she was winding. “She blames Judith for Peter succumbing to pneumonia even now.”
“Denton’s mother is near as bad, Judith,” Jane explained, her eyes narrowed at the thought of her own mother-in-law, “but she has not yet taken to carrying a scrap of her son’s counterpane through the village like Mrs. Willoughby, using it to mop up her tears. Everyone knows not to ask how she fares, she will tell them straight out that her life is not worth living since Poor Peter’s death.”
“He had always been a delicate child,” Madelaine contributed. “And her only one. It’s natural she should be feeling grief.”
“Yet, Anthony was not delicate, Mama. He was a soldier.”
“It was a chicken bone which ended his life, Sally. He had as good a chance as losing his life in King George’s War as choking to death.”
“Still, misadventure seems to follow Judith like a lodestone. Tell me, sister, have you brought bad luck to us, now, or are you angling for a husband again?” Sally’s look was narrow eyed. "Surely you do not think there is another man in England who would want you? You have chosen the right road, Judith, in caring for another's children. I might employ you myself, as I am breeding again." Sally preened as she made that announcement, enjoying the cacophony of congratulations and hugs from her mother, Dorothea and Jane.
She was glad there was no child, Judith thought, either from Peter's apologetic coupling, or Anthony's brutality. A child would have bound her to her dead husbands' families with inexorable ties. Now, she had no reason to ever speak to Peter’s mother, who had screamed words of accusation at her over Peter's casket, or glimpse the stern, set face of Anthony's brother. For that fact alone, she was grateful.
Judith looked into the fire, wishing the home to which she’d returned was a haven in fact. Yet, she’d always felt the bite of alienation here. While her sisters should have been the closest of friends to her, they remained as far apart as distant strangers. No, strangers will treat each other with civility. Siblings had a way of tearing at wounds until the flesh was free of the bone. She and her sisters were, however connected by blood, worlds apart in temperament and inclination. Like prisoners housed in a common cell, they shared their accommodations, but little else.
She had the feeling, though, that her father would not allow her much time in this genteel prison.
****
Judith halted before the door to her father's study, wiping her hands nervously down the skirt of her dress before she pushed open the door. This room was where her father conducted his business. Every available surface was filled with open ledgers, yellowed bills of sale, correspondence from the corners of England. It was utilitarian, functional and dreary, a dismal place to be on a sunny morning.
The rain which had greeted her arrival yesterday had dissipated, to be followed by a wonderfully bright spring morning. Her father’s summons, however, chilled any cheer Judith might have felt about the weather.
The squire nodded to Judith, surveyed her in one sweeping look that did little to hide his contempt for her less than fashionable attire and turned his attention to the man standing beside the window.
Judith glanced at the visitor anxiously, seeking an explanation for her summons in his presence.
His face was as dark and scarred as the old oak in the meadow, his nose askew of the center of his face, his hair silvery brown. He was a broad man with a stocky chest and thin short legs that made him appear like the mis-matched halves of two other wholes. He would be more at home, Judith suspected, on the back of a horse or on the deck of a rolling ship then he was here.
Malcolm MacLeod would have been more at home anywhere than here. He watched the Squire with ill concealed impatience. He did not like the squire; he was a mealy mouthed sort of Sassenach who cheated you when your back was turned. But then, he didn't like being in England either. The last time he had been this far south, it had been on the march to Carlisle and the Scots weren’t exactly trading for sheep then.
However, the MacLeod and the clan still came before his own personal preferences. It was his duty to carry sheep home with him, if possible. The fact that the Squire had refused to talk terms for barter had at first irritated Malcolm, not worried him. But the increasing delay led to the distinct, and disagreeable, feeling that he was being played like a salmon on the end of a line.
The squire leaned back in his chair, unable to mask his feeling of triumph. Soon, one of his greatest sources of trouble would disappear. It would cost him dearly, of course, but by his actions, he would rid himself of Judith once and for all.
"Malcolm, my friend," he began jovially, not noticing the sudden tensing of the man to his left. "I have a proposition for you."
Malcolm MacLeod watched his host with shuttered eyes. No Englishman called him friend. Nor, did he doubt that the proposition soon to be offered to him also carried with it a threat. No Englishman had ever played fair with a Scot and hadn’t they a millennium of history to prove that?
"I issue no credit. I have never done so, and will not do so now. Hold man!" the squire said, half-rising in the chair as the other man made to leave.
“An’ why would ye not tell me that in the beginning? Ye think the MacLeods have barrels of gold for yer English sheep?”
"I will give you one hundred Leicester sheep," William Cuthbertson continued, forced to look up at the angry Scot. "In exchange for something."
"Name your bargain," Malcolm said curtly. He would play this stupid game to its conclusion, and if it was an Englishman’s trick, Malcolm would just as soon gut the fat pig with the dirk hidden in his boot.
William turned to his daughter, who had remained motionless and mute since her entrance into the room. He noted her sudden pallor with indifference.
"The sheep are free if you take my daughter with you," the Squire said, glancing back at the Scot with a small smile playing around his thin lips.
Malcolm looked at the young woman whose presence he had noted and then dismissed. She was tall, and too thin, with hair the color of old, rich leather. He had seen the squire's family, but this one was as unlikely a relation to the others as a Highland deer was from a sheep. She was not petite with plump rounded curves like her sisters, she was lithe and willowy. Nor did she flutter in the silence as if afraid of it; she’d simply stood and waited silently.
She glanced over at him, as if sensing his look and his curiosity. Her eyes reminded him of the waters of a deep loch at gloaming. And like the deepest lake, they were cold. No, they were blank, as expressionless as the eyes of a corpse.
"I am not much of a prize," she said, calmly, addressing her remarks to Malcolm. "You would do well to look elsewhere for a wife."
Her father stirred in his chair, his eyes trained on her as if to pierce her with his look.
"Damn girl," he growled, "I don't care if he marries you, swives you, or makes you his scullery maid!"
Judith looked down at the oak floor of the room, as if suddenly fascinated with the shape of the boards. She looked up only when Malcolm spoke into the silence.
"I've no wish for a wife, girl. One wife for one life, that's all I need." His words were kind, but it was the softening in his eyes that made her look away again.
"You are married?" she asked quietly.
"I was. Twenty years. I've no wish to repeat the act."
"It's either you, or Elizabeth, girl," the Squire said peremptorily. "Make your choice. My house is full to overflowing as it is."
"Elizabeth?" Judith could not mask her look of horror quick enough. The squire only smiled, a thin lipped smirk of satisfaction.
"It's high time the chit was married, girl. God knows I've tried it with you. If you cannot find a suitable union, then Elizabeth surely can."
Judith thought of her sister, whose sole occupation during the day consisted of wandering from room to room clutching her rag doll. Elizabeth, who could not dress herself, who loved flowers and singing, who flinched when voices were raised either in anger or excitement. Elizabeth, whose mind still remained infantile despite their prayers and their efforts. What would marriage bring to Elizabeth? Judith could not bear to think of it.
"Can you not allow me time to find another position, father?" She clasped her hands tightly in front of her, so that he could not tell they trembled.
"Now, Judith," he said curtly, ignoring her question. "Which of you shall it be?"
"If I go," she said, looking full into his face for the first time, "will you leave Elizabeth in peace? Will you promise not to marry her off?"
"I'll make no promises to you." The squire stood, placed both palms upon the table, and leaned forward, his small eyes riveted upon his daughter. There was no love in those beady black eyes, Malcolm thought. No concern, no compassion, no emotion at all. He almost felt sorry for the girl. "Either you go, or Elizabeth will find a bridegroom within the month."
Judith had known, then, that her father would do anything to rid himself of her. Known, too, there was no welcome in England.
CHAPTER 1
“Tynan.”
It was a benediction of sound uttered from an otherwise silent Scot. He extended one finger and pointed, as if Judith could not see their destination.
It was twilight and the sea and sky darkened together, a perfect backdrop for the giant black behemoth which huddled at the end of the narrow promontory, its back to the sea. The closer they came, the more Judith could discern the outline of the castle from the ebony shadows of the surrounding moor. The Devil's own lair could not have been more intimidating. It stood like a silent sentinel, guarding the cove and the entrance to the sea, one of its twin towers reduced to rubble, the other scraping the sky with crenellated teeth. An arched doorway, like the maw of some ancient beast, stood open. If not welcoming, it at least beckoned.
Judith shivered.
Her companion said nothing more, but the quick jerk of his head was command enough. Judith sat erect, controlling her fears and her mount with the same dogged determination, eased the mare into a trot and followed Malcolm MacLeod single file down the narrow track, around the curve of the inlet and past the gentle waves lapping at the rocky beach.
The sheep grazed in the field behind them, under the watchful guardianship of the twins, David and Daniel. Glancing back, Judith thought the flock looked more like a fog with legs, white clouded shapes in the encroaching darkness, their incessant bleating more annoying than their odor. Truth to tell, Judith did not like sheep much. They were stupid creatures, with a stubborn will, not at all like the sweet faced and fluffy pets people would make them out to be. This long journey had neither changed her opinion nor accustomed her to their eternal stench.
Malcolm watched her out of the corner of his eye. She held herself proud, shoulders straight, hands clutching the reins with a little more force than necessary. She seemed alert to any sound or movement, as if she were a forest creature and scented danger at every tree or corner. She did not speak much, but he was used to, and grateful for, her silence. Instead of whining and whimpering, her stoicism had garnered his reluctant admiration during the long trip north.
It had not been an easy journey following the sheep, sleeping on the chilled ground, rising before the sun tipped the trees, riding until it was too dark to prod the sheep further. It had been difficult traversing the distance between England and the Highlands, the drizzling rain drenching them most days, the oozing mud hampering their steps. Even the sheep had become stolidly accepting of the mire after days of trudging through it.
Not once had Judith complained. She did not fit his idea of an English woman. Even now, when most women would have been swooning or filling their handkerchiefs with tears, she simply looked at him with an impassive stare. It was, Malcolm thought, a Scot’s trait that sat oddly on an English Squire's daughter. As they neared the open courtyard of Tynan Castle, Malcolm marveled at the more than equitable trade he had made. Not only had he managed to acquire a hundred Leicester sheep for his laird, but he had done something much, much more important.
He had gotten them for free.
Judith’s presence did not disturb him much. He had plans for her, too.
He turned back to watch the track behind him. Even though they were only steps away from Tynan, it would not do to forget the threat of mounted English patrols. They crisscrossed the Highlands constantly, seeking violators of the Disarming Act. Malcolm touched the dirk hidden in his boot, well aware he was breaking the law. Yet, only an idiot would have made the journey he'd just finished without being armed. Nor would it be the first time he had broken that lunatic decree. Inside his shirt, pinned next to his heart, was a shred of plaid he had torn from his kilt before he had buried it in the secret place.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/10646 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!