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      In medieval Scotland, a married woman continued to use her own family’s surname. She only assumed her husband’s surname if or when she was widowed when she took the title ‘Widow’ along with his surname.
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      "Careful you don't give her a good show," said Cormac the minstrel, lanky and grinning, one shoulder resting on the wall.

      "Wheesht. I'm giving no one a show," Sir Law Kintour said. He reached for a tiny jar sitting in the window and pulled out the cork, and released a sharp, musty smell. The canoness had told him that, if swallowed, it was poison, but when the cream was rubbed on his scars, it soothed them a bit.

      When there was a tap on the door, Cormac opened it. Anny Cullen stood there with a steaming bowl in her hands. At twelve, she had started to look much like her mother, sturdy and muscular. She smiled at him shyly.

      He watched as she put the bowl on the wobbly little table in the middle of the room and pulled a long rag out. She twisted it hard to wring out the excess water. He held out his hand. "Give it. You'd best run along to help your mam." He took the rag gingerly away from her since it was still steaming in the chill morning air.

      "Careful and don't let it cool off."

      "You could have brought us up some bread and cheese when you came," Cormac grumbled. He gave her his best attempt at a piteous look, but it worked poorly with the wry twist to his mouth.

      "If you want bread and cheese, you go down and tell my mam." She frowned at him, but then her round, freckled face lit up with a smile for Law. "Go ahead, Sir Law. You dinnae want to wait. It will only help while it's still hot."

      Law smiled, but he thrust his chin toward the door. "Not until you're gone. Now shoo."

      'You will use it?" she asked.

      "I shall." He forced a smile over his gritted teeth, just anxious for her to leave. "Thank you, lass."

      "You're welcome." With a glance over her shoulder, Anny left, and the door closed behind her.

      Law unfastened the laces of his tights and pushed the left leg down. He rubbed a bit of the thick, numbing ointment on and gave Cormac a look. Cormac had already seen the ropy, red scars on his leg, mangled by a lance during the Battle of Verneuil in France, but Law still didn't like showing them. However, Cormac had taken out the deadly sharp sgian-achlais he had taken to carrying in an armpit sheath and was cleaning his fingernails.

      Law breathed out a soft snort—you could take off a finger with that knife—but shook his head and quickly wrapped the steaming cloth around his thigh, sucking in his breath at the heat on the sensitive scars. He had trained the day before with wardens of the burgh to keep himself in fighting shape, and now his bad leg felt like it was being ripped with a lance all over again. Even after these months, he missed his life before. It had been good, but in the end the battle had cost him his lord, his rank, and his dearest friend. Now he had nothing but his armor in a bag, some worn clothes, and a limp. That and a faint bruise on his forehead from when he was attacked not long ago by a mad friar.

      Cormac held out his hand, examining his nails closely. They were longer than most men's because the clàrsach that he favored was plucked with the fingernails. "She's sweet on you, you ken." He seemed satisfied with the state of his nails and slid the blade away.

      Law lived in a small room above a shabby tavern run by the girl's mother and father, although she was now old enough to do some of the serving. "She's still a bairn," Law said. "What is she? Twelve?" Law grimaced at the heat from the cloth wrapped tightly around his leg. It hurt so that he could barely keep still, but it was beginning to ease the deep pain in his leg. He could feel the muscles unknotting as the heat seeped in. Though still a bit tight-lipped, he said, "She'll soon find someone else to make doe eyes at. You, mayhap."

      Cormac threw up his hands. "Not if I can help it. Her mam would have my hide and hers if she looked at a Hielander. Any road, soon enough they'll look for a sturdy burgher for her. Neither of us are such a prize."

      Law grunted. Cormac was right that he was no prize. A landless knight was never sought after, and he even less than most. He might have been born into the small nobility from a family with ties to the great Douglas clan, but he had fallen as low as a knight could. He still had his gold spurs and his arms, but what good did that do him with a lame leg? He wasn't so bad looking, or so some had told him—even if it was at night in a hot embrace. He was taller than most men and lean and muscular with a full head of light brown hair, but a lord didn't take a knight into his service for his fighting ability, but not on his looks. He might hold his own in a street brawl, but he would never be fit for battle again.

      Cormac smoothed his red and white striped doublet and retied one of the green ribbons on his sleeve as Law unwrapped the cooled cloth from his leg and pulled his stocking up. He turned to look for his boots to find Cormac holding one and shaking his head over its worn state. "That's pathetic. Dinnae you ever buy new ones?"

      "Give it here," Law said.

      Cormac tossed the boot to him and turned to open the door. "I'd better find someone to pay for my songs," he called back. "Bidh mi 'gad fhaicinn." He ran down the rickety stairs.

      "Aye, see you later, Cormac."

      Law drew on the boot, found the other, and followed Cormac down the stairs. The minstrel had disappeared although he'd be back later to play for the inn's customers. For now, the only people there were Anny sweeping the bare wood floor, Mall stirring a big pot that had a scent of thyme that must be for dinner, and Wulle talking to the only customer, a tall red-haired man named Andrew Bouquhen, a candle maker with a shop not far away.

      There was barley bread and a big round of cheese on the long table that separated the room from the barrel of ale, so Law helped himself. Mall nodded, and he knew she'd add a chit to his tab, for his room did not include meals. Then he carried them to sit at the back of the inn. He put a sliver of cheese on a bit of the barley bread and chewed them. Simple but hearty and he was not going to complain. Besides, he was glad not to have any reason to go out. Here inside, the taste of rich cheese and the soft crackle of the peat fire in the open hearth were as warm as a grandmother’s embrace. He chuckled at the thought. He must be getting soft.

      Mall brought over a cup of ale. He was about to take a swallow when he noticed a small, bow-legged man standing in the doorway, picking bits of straw off his blue knit cap.

      "You're letting in the damp," Mall scolded.

      The man closed the door, raised his cap to Law, and clapped it back on his head. “You’re Sir Law Kintour, are you?”

      Law contemplated his half-finished piece of cheese, the fire, and the cup of malty ale. He sighed. “Aye. What is it you need?”

      “Mistress Elspeth Wrycht, wife to Neill Blacader, said to fetch you, sir,” he said. “The maister has gone missing, and she wants you to come right away. She’s that upset about it.”

      “Missing?” He swung around to examine the man up and down. “And what does she think I can do about it?”

      “Save us, I dinnae ken. She said to bring you. The maister owns a cartage yard. It's outside South Tower Port.”

      “And you are?”

      The man gaped at him as though at a loss being noticed. “Andy. I'm called Andy.”

      Law sighed as he pushed back his cup. “Andy, I suppose we may as well go find out.” He had coin in his scrip for a change from hunting down a thief the previous week, but not so much he could turn down work.

      Andy set off out for the street and toward the Tower Port. They passed the merkat Cross where vendors were setting up their stalls. Carts trundled creakily past. Blind Con, begging in his usual place near the merkat cross, shouted for a coin as they passed. Law's companion trudged silently through all. Law nodded to the guards at the port but stopped when he heard the jangle of tack and thud of many horses' hooves. He walked to stand beneath the spreading branches of a hoary chestnut covered by clusters of green buds about to burst into bloom. The ground where he stood was scattered with sticky husks it had shed. He leaned against its trunk, and from there, he watched a river of polished steel, knights and men-at-arms—at least two hundred strong—streaming toward the port. Over their heads whipped a banner emblazoned with the red lion of Scotland combined with the blue checky device of the Albany Stewarts.

      Law sucked a breath through his teeth. That had to be Murdoch Stewart, Duke of Albany, the king's most hated cousin. There was no parliament called to bring him to the king's favorite city, and the duke's Castle Doune was near enough that coming here was odd. But he shook away the thought. What did the machinations of dukes mean to him now as long as he and his friends were not caught up in them?

      "Come," Andy called from before a lattice gate. “Herself is in the barn.”

      Law heard raised voices as he stepped through the gate into a long open space. A timber-framed house stood to the right with a neat kailyard behind it, several wooden sheds to the left, and a large barnlike building at the far end. Next to the gate, tall racks sagged beneath the weight of heavy clay pottery. Crates and barrels were stacked hither and yon around the hard-packed yard.

      Law crossed the yard into a barn filled with racks of barrels and crates. A gaunt woman, austere in appearance, stood holding a packet of papers. Deep creases ran from her nose to her chin, accentuating the length of her face. She wore a fine woolen gown, and her hair was hidden under an elaborately folded wimple.

      “A barrel of dishes with a blue glaze,” she muttered to herself, turning a page. “That is what Gil must see to. Here, the three sacks of wool sent by David Mason. And a barrel of malmsey for James Reidheid with cost of the porter fee and boat hire to be paid.”

      “Mistress,” Andy said, “here is that Sir Law that you sent me to bring.”

      She turned to look Law up and down with cold gray eyes that seemed sharp and judgmental. “They say that for pay you help people with problems. So I’ve been telt.”

      “Aye, if the problem is one I can help with.”

      “You’d think you’d have a lord to work for if you’re a knight, but if you can help me, I’ll pay you.” The creases bracketing her mouth deepened. “But dinnae expect pay unless you do the job for me.”

      “Fair enow. But what is this work you need me to do for you? I’ll tell you if I can do it.”

      She sucked in a deep breath as though what she had to say took huge effort. “My husband, Neill Blacader, is gone. I need you to find him.”

      Law frowned and thought about this odd request. A tradesman as prosperous as one with such a large yard did not usually just disappear. “Gone? Since when?”

      Mistress Wrycht rolled up the papers in her hands, looking at them as though she wasn’t quite sure how they’d arrived there. “Since he returned from a trip to Glasgow yesterday near time for vespers to ring. He always goes out in the evening to Reidheid’s Inn for just one glass of ale and to talk to men he does business with. Every evening as the lads close up the barn. The walk and ale are for his health, he says, as though it is any such thing.”

      “Mayhap he thinks it is.”

      “Men are that foolish. But the wagon wasn’t even unloaded when he told the lads to close up the barn. He always supervises them and unloads as soon as he returns, so that was passing strange. He went into the house, saying he would change his clothes. After only a few minutes, he left. And usually he is gone for an hour or mayhap two when he leaves in the evening. But last night he never returned, nor this morning.”

      “But surely you already searched for him?”

      “I had the lads go to Reidheid’s Inn to see if he was still thon and search on the way to see if the man hurt himself on the way home. There was no sign!” She sounded more indignant than worried. “I dinnae ken what to do. Something must have happened to him. And now I must see to his business.”

      “And you want me to find him.”

      “Aye, find him. Or find out what befell him. If he lives…” Her lips were a thin line. “If he is dead, I must learn of it. And who is to run the cartage, if he is?”

      Law hesitated, torn between his usual need for money and doubt he wanted to work for this woman. Law considered that the man might have fled a marriage he disliked. Fleeing a business that was thriving seemed unlikely, but it might not be as thriving as it appeared. And Neill Blacader might be drunk with a whore or simply be hiding from a sharp-tongued wife, intending to return after a fling, though the yet unloaded and undelivered goods… It was passing strange.

      "Did he seem himself besides not having the cart unloaded? Say anything that would give a reason he'd stay away?"

      The deep scores beside her mouth deepened as she frowned in thought. "For the past few weeks, I thought he had some worry, but he said nae he did not." She shrugged. "I dinnae kin if it has to do with why he has nae come home."

      Glad to think of an excuse not to do the work she was asking, he said, "How can I look for someone I never met? I'd nae ken the man if we were standing nose to nose."

      "I can fix that." She turned her head and yelled, "Tam, you come here."

      The young man who trotted up was skinny, but his broad shoulders showed he would not always be. He had greasy auburn hair, and a sharp, hooked nose and long arms and legs under his sturdy homespun. Mistress Wrycht grabbed him by the shoulder and shoved him toward Law. "He takes after his da, hook nose and all." She snorted. "Acts like him, too."

      The youth glowered at her resentfully but made no protest.

      Law made another try. "I doubt your man looks like a skinny youth."

      "Och, he's full grown enow, but about the face, they look the same. He's near as tall as you and heavy around the shoulders. Not much of a belly in spite of the ale that he swills." She looked Law up and down. "If you have half a brain, you'll recognize him when you see him. But mayhap you have an empty head."

      Tam sidled out of reach of his mother and said, "He would nae just go off. I am afeart something happened to him. But where could you look?"

      Law stifled a sigh. “I'll try to find him for you then, but I make no promises. And I must be paid whether he be quick or be dead.”

      Her lips got even thinner, which Law hadn’t thought possible. “Aye, if you find him, you will be paid.”

      “He went of an evening to Reidheid’s Inn, you said.”

      She sniffed. “I already sent the lads thon. I telt you so.”

      “Aye, but it’s best I check myself. The innkeeper should ken who Blacader’s friends are. It’s a good place to start.”

      He stomped out of the carter’s yard, already regretting having taken the job. It was a tedious prospect, tramping all over Perth. Even thinking about it made the twisted scars on his leg ache. Most likely by the time he was done, his feet and temper would be as sore as his leg. And what were the chances he would find Neill Blacader alive? Yes, his wife had said he would be paid either way, but from the look of her, she would begrudge every penny. And it would be beneath even a landless knight to pursue a debt from a widow. The devil take it. Why had he been so foolish as to say yes?

      But the late morning sun had warmed the air. The sky was so blue it made his chest ache, and green buds decorated the trees. Reidheid imported good claret, so he shook off his doldrums as he walked.  Yes, he would treat himself to a good cup of wine, a luxury he could not often afford.

      It was one of the larger inns in Perth where nobles of the king’s court often stayed when King James took his leisure in the royal guest house at Blackfriars Abbey. There was not room at the abbey for even half of the king’s following, especially if there was a parliament.  But for those rich guests at the inn, you could count on good fare—at least if you paid for it.

      The yard of the inn was cobbled, and on one side was a good-sized stable. On the other stood the large stone inn, smoke rising from three chimneys, a solid and comfortable establishment. When Law entered, he spotted the middle-aged hostel keeper, round of face and tidily dressed beneath a clean apron, and signaled the man.

      “Sir Law,” Maister Reidheid exclaimed. “I have nae seen you in a while.”

      Law took a seat at a small table in the corner. “Much as I enjoy your claret, I'm nae rich noble.” He grinned. “But I’ll treat myself today. And join me for a cup if you will.”

      When Maister Reidheid returned with a flagon and two cups, Law put a merk on the table. The man raised an eyebrow in query.

      “I’m seeking Maister Blacader, the carter. Did you see him last evening?”

      Reidheid took a seat and leaned back with an amused look on his face. “One of his lads, Andy, was here this morning asking after him, though I’d swear on Saint Andrew’s dog’s toe bone that he kent Blacader had nae been here. Och, he did drop by now and again to talk with me about the goods he delivered, but no one who kent him would believe he was a regular customer.”

      Law twitched a smile. “Not even his wife?”

      The innkeeper snorted. “Mayhap his wife, though I’ve heard she is a sharp one, not easy to fool. But who kens what a wife or a husband might believe. Any road, he was nae here yesterday nor since I ordered him to pick up some wine from Glasgow.”

      Law took a sip of the claret and licked his lips, not wanting to miss a drop of it. He raised the cup. “Braw wine, Maister Reidheid.” Law grinned. “You telt his lad that when he came asking this morning?”

      “Pffft. I only said the man had nae been here last eve. That was all he asked, and I had nae reason to tell him more.” Reidheid smiled amiably and took a drink as Law considered what he had just heard.

      “Do you ken if any of your other customers are particular friends of his?”

      “I cannae say that I do. I’ve seen him speak to a few about his deliveries. He does nae do a great deal of local business. I use him because my da used his da, but…” Reidheid frowned thoughtfully. “He seems busy enow, but I am nae sure with what. He’s always delivered my orders on time, so it’s no porridge of mine.”

      “But there were a few he talked business with?”

      “Aye, that maister mason, Raymond Gaudin.”

      Law recalled he had seen the French maison about town occasionally but he’d had no reason to be acquainted with him. “Anyone else you recall?”

      His host chuckled wryly. “You’ll like this. I saw him talking with the lord sheriff a time or two. Probably a few others but those are all that come to mind.”

      Law drained his wine cup and smacked his lips. “I swear I’ll be back again soon, Maister Reidheid. I have missed good wine since I’ve returned to Scotland.” He started to rise when there was a commotion at the door.

      At the head of a knot of armed men stood Murdoch Stewart, the king's cousin and the Duke of Albany, his marten-lined cloak billowing about his long, thin body. Behind him were two young men who resembled him about the face. The first—a head taller than his father and burly with hands like hams—had to be Seamus Mòr. The other, swaggering but much older—at least in his thirties—must be the older son, Walter Stewart, Master of Fife. All three were in velvet and silk beneath their cloaks. Then four men-at-arms trooped in, wearing surcoats with the Albany colors over their armor.

      Maister Reidheid leapt to his feet and bowed to the newcomers. He scurried to them, saying, "Welcome. Most welcome, my lords." He turned to one of the servants and shouted, "Put our largest table before the hearth for the duke!"

      Seamus looked around the inn with a sneer. "Do you have anything here fit to drink?"

      The whole room was abustle as four customers had jumped up from their places at a trestle table and the servants were dragging it into a place of honor before the fire. Two of the serving girls were moving chairs for the duke, eyes darting nervously.

      "Sir, I have the best wine you'll find in all Perth. Will claret suit my lords? Or I have braw malmsey as well."

      Law leaned back in his chair. He couldn't help having a flash of curiosity about what would bring Albany to Perth. But perhaps—considering that Albany thought that he should be king, or so it was said, and the king hated him with a passion—when the king was not in the burgh was when they would come.

      The Duke of Albany smiled. His sharp pointed nose and thin, striding legs made Law think of a curlew running down a sandy beach. He looked smug and self-satisfied as he swept to take the chair closest to the hearth. Law remembered well the duke's elder brother having much the same look when they were in France. Much good that self-satisfied look had done him in battle when the English hacked him down with their pikes.

      Law sat still. It was never wise for the powerless to draw the attention of the powerful. And the reason the king hated Murdoch—or one reason—was
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