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      I want to personally thank you for purchasing my book. It really means a lot to me. It’s a blessing to have the opportunity to share with you my passion for writing through my stories.
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      It seems that we both have a past, but how can I trust you? What other secrets are you hiding from me?”

      

      Lady Phoebe Howell is desperate to escape the engagement her father is forcing upon her. The only way out is to run away with the man she loves.

      

      But moments away from her beloved, she is caught. Her fate is sealed; she must wed the imposing Highlander.

      

      Diarmad, Laird of clan Moncreiffe, needs to secure an alliance with the English. His Scottish enemies move against him, and his home is threatened. He never expected that his Sassenach bride would be a puzzle he needed to solve, so distant, yet so seductive…

      

      Unraveling her riddle would be more salacious than he anticipated. But as opponents are closing in, and their deepest secrets are outed, all hell will break loose.

      

      Phoebe and Diarmad have never been so close to being torn apart. For the only way to be together is to realize that desire is only a detour on the road to love...

      

      Will the thorns of secrets besmirch their marriage or bind them together?
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        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Northern England, Oxley Manor, 1610

      

      

      

      There was barely enough time to pack her clothes when the message came; Renoir was waiting for her in the woods, the horses prepared, the road to Gretna Green lying open before them. Phoebe Howell had been waiting for the signal for days, anxious to hear from the man she loved—the man she intended to marry. It came hidden in a dish of fruit, delivered by a servant who had been paid to hold his silence, a single sheet of parchment, signed in Renoir’s familiar hand.

      

      “Come to me in the woods by the river this night. We shall ride together to freedom,” it read, the words sending a shiver of delight running through her, the moment she had longed for had finally arrived.

      

      “Send word back that I shall meet him there,” she told the servant whose name was Martin, and who nodded, a worried look upon his face.

      

      “Your father grows suspicious. Renoir’s absence has been noted; how will you leave the manor house by night when the gates are closed?” he said, and Phoebe paused, the doubts she had harbored rising afresh within her.

      

      Renoir had been her tutor, a dashing and handsome Frenchman, with whom she had fallen in love and he with her. So intense had been their passion that he had begged her to marry him, the two of them planning to ride across the Scottish border and marry at Gretna Green. Renoir had taken leave of the manor some days before to make the arrangements, telling the Earl, Francis Howell, Phoebe’s father, that he had business in Edinburgh.

      

      But Phoebe knew her father was suspicious of them both and that he would never allow such a match, given her family’s noble lineage. To marry a mere tutor, a Frenchman at that would surely bring disgrace and scandal upon them all, and Phoebe knew that her father would do all in his power to prevent her from joining Renoir that night. For a moment, she thought to herself, crossing to the window and looking out over the moat and toward the forest, knowing that her lover was waiting for her.

      

      “Is there not a goods cart passing by this evening? Or are the servants not riding early to market?” she said, and the servant nodded.

      

      “The apple cart will pass by, for the cook intends to make cider and has requested several crates of apples to be delivered,” he said.

      

      “Then I shall hide beneath the covers of the cart and jump out when I am safely through the gates,” she said, beginning to throw her clothes into a bag, anxious to leave as quickly as possible.

      

      “But my lady, it is dangerous if your father discovers …” the servant began.

      

      “If my father discovers me, then he shall know I do it only for love,” she replied, and the servant bowed.

      

      “You have always been dear to me, my lady, ever since you were a little girl how I hate to see you reduced to this. Your father should allow you to marry Renoir; he is a good and honest man, a man who loves you and whom you love too,” the servant said, but Phoebe shook her head.

      

      “He does not see it like that. He sees me only as a pawn in his dealings with the King and the Scots. He wants me to marry for advantage; I know he does. Well, I have no intention of doing so. Quickly now, we must see to it that I escape,” she replied.
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        * * *

      

      A short while later, as darkness fell around Oxley Manor, Phoebe crept downstairs to the kitchens. She took the servants’ stairs, careful to avoid meeting anyone, save the loyal servant who had delivered Renoir’s message. He was waiting for her, a bundle of food under his arm and a worried look upon his face.

      

      “Quickly, my lady, there is little time. The apple cart is here, and the other servants have unloaded the cases. You must slip under the cover and hide there. Take this food, it is not much, but it will see you and Renoir to Gretna Green,” he said, and Phoebe thanked him.

      

      “May God reward you for your kindness. Come now. Show me where the cart lies,” she said, and they made their way into the yard behind the kitchens, hiding in the shadows as the last of the apples were unloaded.

      

      “And that makes ten,” the trader could be heard saying, as Phoebe scrambled under the canvas covering the back of the cart.

      

      The jolting caused the horse, which had been standing patiently in front, to buckle, and it let out a loud whinnying, the trader turning to see the cause of the animal’s distress.

      

      “Did you want something to eat before you leave?” the servant said, distracting the trader as Phoebe pulled her legs under the covering.

      

      “No, I shall make my way to the inn now. It will be too dark to see by soon enough,” he said, and with his payment in hand, he climbed onto the cart and geed on the horse.

      

      Phoebe stole a glance out from under the cover, the servant standing motionless in the yard as the cart made its way to the manor gate. Soon, they would cross the moat and be out on the track, which ran parallel to the woods. It would be a simple enough task to slip out and make a run for the trees where Renoir would be waiting for her.

      

      They had just come to the gates, her father’s guards pulling them back when a shout behind them caused Phoebe to freeze. From beneath the cover, she could see her father emerging from the door of the house, the manor being a fortified farmhouse, with a wall and moat added some hundred years after its first construction. He hurried forward, pausing as he came to the back of the cart.

      

      “You there. Wait a moment. I paid you for ten crates of apples, but they are barely half full,” her father said.

      

      He was a tall man, well built, with a neatly trimmed beard, an aristocratic swagger to him, and an air of confidence, his voice threatening. Phoebe had always been afraid of him, and now she cowered beneath the covering, praying that she would not be discovered.

      

      “Well, my Lord, the crates came from the market, and they …” the trader replied.

      

      “I do not care where the crates came from; I am telling you that they are only half full. Now rein your horses in and unload another ten crates, or I shall have you thrown into the dungeon for the night, and your cart seized. Which is it to be?” Phoebe’s father said, and she listened in terror as the trader climbed down from the cart and made his way to the back, muttering to himself as he went.

      

      “As it happens, I still have some apples here, my Lord, there is no need to be angry,” he said, and Phoebe heard her father utter a further string of threats.

      

      She tried to hide further in, but there was no hope of her not being seen, and, as the trader pulled the covering from the cart, she leaped up, intending the only option left to her which was to make a run through the gates and out into the night. But, as the trader let out a startled cry, Phoebe’s father stepped forward and caught her, struggling with her for a moment before forcing her into an iron grip.

      

      “Well now, what do we have here?” he snarled, as several of the soldiers guarding the gate hurried forward, thinking that an intruder had been captured.

      

      “Let me go, Father. It is only I,” she cried out, struggling in his grip.

      

      “Oh yes, and where did you think you were going hidden in the apple cart, girl? Sneaking off to market, were you? Or perhaps to Renoir?” her father said, forgetting about the apples and dragging her back inside the house.

      

      “Please, Father, you are hurting me,” Phoebe said, as he slammed the door behind them, her father’s dogs running to investigate what was happening, barking and snapping at her heels.

      

      Her father pushed her up the stairs, not pausing until they came to the corridor from the landing, the way lit by candles on sconces in the wall.

      

      “Thought you would escape, did you? I would have found you, Phoebe, for I know precisely what your intention is. You mean to marry that lecherous Frenchman. I should have banished him the moment I learned of your affections for him,” her father said, raising his hand to her.

      

      He brought it down across her face, causing her to cry out in pain and recoil, falling to the floor with a cry.

      

      “I would do anything to marry him. You cannot stop me,” she cried, and her father laughed.

      

      “Oh, but I can, Phoebe,” and he pulled her to her feet and pushed her through a door at the far end of the corridor, lit only by a sorrowful fire, smoking in the hearth and a solitary candle by the bed.

      

      “No, father, please,” she cried as he produced a key from his pocket.

      

      “Enough, Phoebe, stop these ridiculous fantasies. You shall not marry the Frenchman, of that I can assure you,” he said.

      

      “Then, who am I to marry? Are you not pleased that your daughter is to be cared for? I love Renoir. I love him with all my heart,” she cried.

      

      “Then it is a pity that you are already betrothed to another,” he replied, and with that, he slammed the door, turning the key the lock as Phoebe collapsed onto the bed in a fit of rage, sobbing uncontrollably, her true love now lost forever.
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      Phoebe awoke to a gentle tapping at the door. She sat up, forgetting for a moment where she was before the awful truth returned to her. The sun was streaming through the window, for she had fallen asleep without pulling across the curtains, the light falling upon the bed. She sat up, just as the tapping came again.

      

      “I am locked in,” she called back, and she heard tutting from the other side, the jangling of keys and the turning of the lock.

      

      A moment later, her mother entered the room, an angry expression upon her face, followed by the servant who had tried to help Phoebe escape who bore a tray with a bowl of porridge and jug of milk.

      

      “Your father told me what happened,” her mother said, sitting down upon the bed and shaking her head.

      

      “I will not marry this man, whoever he is,” Phoebe said, folding her arms as the servant placed the tray on a table next to the bed.

      

      “You do not have a choice, Phoebe. I did not have a choice in whom I married; neither did your grandmother. We are noblewomen, Phoebe, and that comes at a cost,” her mother said.

      

      Phoebe scowled at her, angry that her mother would take her father’s side against her. Usually, her mother could be counted upon to defend her against her father’s unpredictable moods, but now it seemed they were of one mind.

      

      “Did you not love another? Have you ever truly loved?” Phoebe asked, and her mother sighed.

      

      “What a terribly unfair thing to say, Phoebe. I love your father; it may have taken some years, but I do love him, and you will come to love the man you marry too, I assure you,” her mother said.

      

      Phoebe looked at her, wondering if she were really telling the truth. She had always thought her mother the most beautiful woman in all the world, her long blonde hair falling lightly over her shoulders, her deep blue eyes and soft skin as radiant today as they had surely been upon the day of her wedding. Surely any man would wish to possess her, and there were many who said that Phoebe herself was just such a beauty. Why then should such beauty be forced to marry if not for true love?

      

      “I doubt that very much. Who is he?” Phoebe asked, imagining some terrible English aristocrat, twice her age and whose only intention in marrying her would be to sire his descendancy, her usefulness outlived once a male heir had been produced.

      

      “Your father will explain. But I simply wished to come and see that you were all right after your ordeal in the apple cart,” her mother said.

      

      “I would be far better if I were on the way to Gretna Green with Renoir,” Phoebe replied.

      

      “But I would be deeply upset, Phoebe. You did not think about my feelings in all this. I do not wish to lose my daughter in such a way. You did not even say goodbye,” her mother said, and Phoebe felt a pang of guilt pass through her.

      

      “You would never have permitted me to leave,” she said, and her mother smiled.

      

      “I may not have stopped you either, but at least we could have said goodbye. Never mind, your father will have his way, I assure you of that,” her mother said, and nodding to the servant, they left Phoebe to her breakfast.

      

      She had taken only a spoonful of porridge when the sound of the key turning in the lock came again. Looking up, Phoebe found her father standing in the doorway, an angry expression upon his face.

      

      “So, have you had time to think about what you have done?” he said, and Phoebe scowled at him.

      

      “I have done nothing; that is the point, is it not? Had I done something, then I would have been in Gretna Green by now, married to the man I love,” she said, pushing the tray and sitting back upon the bed.

      

      “And you would have caused more trouble than you could know,” her father replied, closing the door behind him. “Your marriage is arranged, Phoebe, and the man you are marrying would not take kindly to discovering that his bride had run away with a Frenchman.”

      

      “He may take kindly to what he wishes, father, for I am adamant that I will not marry him, whoever he may be,” she replied, folding her arms defiantly.

      

      “Insolent, girl. You will marry him and be happy. It is no choice of yours,” her father said.

      

      “And who is this man? Or am I not to know his name until I stand at the altar with him?” she asked.

      

      “His name is Diarmad, Laird of the Monecreiffes, a noble clan of the Scottish borders. He is a fine warrior, of a noble and honorable disposition. To marry him will bring along our border and strengthen the position of the crown. I have had word from his majesty that the marriage is a favorable one and thus, it shall proceed by his orders. Are you to defy the King?” her father asked, and Phoebe fell silent.
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        * * *

      

      The road south across the border was a dangerous one, and Diarmad Moncreiffe rode cautiously, keeping a wary eye out for bandits or robbers. But he met no one on the road that day, he and his men enjoying a peaceful ride which took them into England, some thirty miles from their own lands in the lowlands of Scotland.

      

      He was making for the manor house at Oxley, a two-day journey south and where he would, for the first time, meet the woman to whom he had been betrothed. The arrangements had been made some weeks ago when the Earl of Oxley had visited him to parle for his daughter’s hand at the request of the King. It was said that the crown believed a marriage across the border to be favorable to peace, and with so much danger surrounding them, Diarmad had readily agreed.

      

      Now, he rode at the head of his men, eager to meet the girl to whom he was promised and whose father had assured him was a beauty of high regard. There had been no portrait of her, though. From the description, Diarmad had conjured up a picture of her in his mind, her flowing blonde hair and deep blue eyes an attractive proposition, one he looked forward to encountering the next day.

      

      “I couldnae marry a woman I had never seen before,” his friend and cousin Stewart Monecreiffe said, as the two of them rode together up in front.

      

      “And why is that?” Diarmad asked.

      

      “What if ye daenae like her? What if her father has exaggerated her beauty, as surely a father is inclined to dae? She may be ugly as a pig,” he said, laughing and imitating the animal, much to Diarmad’s amusement.

      

      “And she may be the most beautiful lass in all of England. Besides, I have nay choice,” Diarmad said.

      

      “Because the crown demands it? Since when have we Scots been subject to the King’s rule from London?” Stewart asked, and Diarmad laughed.

      

      “Since our own King James became King of England. Daenae forget that ‘tis a Scot who sits upon the English throne. He serves our interests well enough,” Diarmad said.

      

      “And he would tell ye whom to marry and ye would jump to it,” Stewart replied, laughing and shaking his head.

      

      “I am still convinced that she is a rare beauty and that very soon, Stewart, ye shall wish it were ye marryin’ her and nae me,” Diarmad replied.

      

      They rode on for some hours more, until the last of the evening light faded, then made camp in a copse of trees some distance from the path. For much of the night, Diarmad lay awake, not through fear of attack, but for the curiosity of what was to come. He had never sought marriage, though he knew it was his duty to find a wife and produce an heir. What would this girl be like? Would Stewart be proven right? Only time would tell.
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      “I have not been out of this room for a week,” Phoebe cried as her father unlocked the door and stood before her.

      

      “For fear of apple carts, Phoebe. You cannot be trusted, and so here you have remained. But that will all change today, for Diarmad is due to arrive this afternoon, and you shall be ready to meet him,” he said.

      

      “I shall stay in here,” she declared, and her father shook his head.

      

      “Do not play games with me, Phoebe. You will greet him and be courteous to him. Remember, it is the King himself who bids this union, not only I. Though as your father, I command it. Now, I shall have clean clothes sent to you, and the women will come to bathe you. You shall be ready by noon to greet our guests when they arrive,” he said.

      

      “He is bringing an entourage then?” Phoebe asked.

      

      “As befits a Laird, besides, the road north is dangerous, and it would not do for the two of you to travel unaccompanied,” he said.

      

      “Then, I am to return north with him?” Phoebe asked for she had not entirely grasped the magnanimity of what was about to transpire.

      

      “You are to be his wife, Phoebe. Did you think you would remain here with a ring upon your finger and nothing else?” her father asked, shaking his head, before closing the door and locking it behind him.

      

      Phoebe hurled an insult at the door, brushing tears from her eyes and throwing herself angrily back upon the bed. It was not fair. She hated her father, and she was desperate for news of Renoir, of whom she had heard nothing since the failed night of their planned elopement.

      

      The women soon came to bathe and dress her, much to Phoebe’s annoyance, and she made the job as difficult as possible for them, splashing the water and refusing to have her hair washed so that much frustration was caused. But by noon she was ready, and her mother arrived just as she was dousing herself in lavender oil, the sweet fragrance filling the air.

      

      “Are you ready, Phoebe?” her mother asked, and Phoebe nodded.

      

      “But you must know I take no pleasure in this. I do not wish to marry this man, nor even to meet him,” she said, and her mother sighed.

      

      “You will not even give him a chance to present himself? What harm can it do to meet him?” she said, and Phoebe scowled.

      

      “The decision has been made. There is no choice; I may as well cover my face with a veil and go at once to the church so that the minister may read the service,” Phoebe said.

      

      “I wish you were not so stubborn, Phoebe. Come now, I think I hear horses below,” her mother said, reaching out and taking Phoebe by the hand.

      

      For the first time since her enforced captivity, Phoebe was led downstairs and out into the yard at the front of the house. The gates were open, and several men on horseback had just ridden through, dismounting and greeting her father, who stood with several of his men, in the regalia of his rank.

      

      Phoebe watched the men with curiosity, wondering which one was Diarmad. There were ten of them in total, all handsomely built and attractive to the eye. But it was the one now speaking to her father who seemed the most likely to be the Laird himself, a tall man with black hair and beard, a thin scar running down his left cheek. She had to admit that he was not what she had expected, though that made her no less adamant against marrying him.

      

      “What am I to do?” Phoebe whispered, turning to her mother.

      

      “Your father will make the introductions. Go to him,” she said, and reluctantly, Phoebe stepped forward.

      

      “Laird, I would like to introduce you to my daughter, Phoebe. She has been greatly looking forward to your arrival and eager to meet you,” Phoebe’s father said, eyeing her with a warning look, as Diarmad bowed.

      

      “‘Tis a pleasure to meet ye, at last, I have heard much about ye, and now I know that it was nay exaggeration to say that ye are a fine lass to behold,” he said, as Phoebe blushed.

      

      “I am … pleased to meet you,” she replied, holding out her hand to him and blushing, for she could not deny that he was an attractive man, a feeling she tried her best to dismiss immediately.

      

      He brought it to his lips, looking up at her as he did so, a smile playing across his face.

      

      “May I introduce my men? This is my cousin, Stewart, and these are the clansmen who will see us safely back to Scotland,” he said, extending his arm, as the other men bowed.

      

      “Some refreshment, Laird? You have had a long and arduous journey. Your men can rest in the stables here, and there are quarters prepared for you in the house. We shall dine tonight at the King’s own expense, for he has sent a side of venison with his compliments, and already it is roasting for our enjoyment,” Phoebe’s father said, ushering the Laird inside.

      

      Phoebe followed her mother, who glanced at her and smiled.

      

      “Well, he is quite handsome, is he not?” her mother said.

      

      “I will admit he is not a toothless, grey, old aristocrat as I had imagined him to be, but he is no Renoir,” Phoebe replied, and her mother sighed.

      

      “You will grow to see him for the handsome man he is,” she said, and Phoebe made no reply.
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        * * *

      

      Later that evening, a great fire was kindled in the dining hall, and candles were lit around the wall as the family prepared to make merry and welcome their Scottish guests. The Earl had invited many local noblemen not only to celebrate the marriage of his daughter but to toast a new era of peace and the King’s good health. Phoebe was seated next to Diarmad. Her father and mother hoping that the free-flowing wine and rich victuals might lead the two of them to shared conversation.

      

      “The venison is excellent, is it nae, lass?” Diarmad said, slicing vigorously into the meat.

      

      “It is, though I have tasted better,” Phoebe said, thinking back to the meals she had shared in secret with Renoir and of the food he had cooked for her in the days of their courtship.

      

      “‘Tis rare that I taste venison. I hope ye daenae expect such luxury when ye travel north,” he said, laughing, and taking a drink from his wine goblet.

      

      “Travel north? I have no intention of travelling north,” she said, and he looked at her in confusion.

      

      “But we are to be married, lass and ‘tis as the Bible says, a man shall leave his father and mother and cleave to his wife, but the same is said of the lass for her husband. When we are married, we shall return to Scotland,” he said.

      

      “And it does not concern you that you and I have never met until this day? What know you of my character? Of my mood and temper? What measure do you have of my humor, for good or ill?” she asked, and Diarmad laughed.

      

      “Am I to take it that ye daenae wish to marry me and that ye consider it a punishment to dae so?” he asked, and Phoebe nodded.

      

      “I have no wish to marry you. I will never love you, and I will be a bad wife to you. Of that, you can be certain,” she said, haughtily folding her arms and turning away from him, but Diarmad only waved his hand dismissively and returned to his venison.

      

      “’Tis the King’s will that we marry, lass. There is nay choice in the matter. We are both young, of sound mind and body, perhaps in time, we shall become friends if nae lovers. Am I so bad as to be rejected with only the passing of an eye?” he said, turning to her.

      

      Phoebe sighed. He appeared to be neither a bad man nor a cruel one, but she could simply not bring herself to accept that her love for Renoir was forbidden and that her chances of marrying him were gone. Here, next to her, was the man she was destined to marry, and with no choice in the matter, it was up to her to decide how best to respond. Should she hate him or embrace him? Either way seemed fraught with difficulty.

      

      “The King has given us a heavy burden to bear,” she replied.

      

      “The King wishes to see peace upon the borders of his kingdom. Our union is a fragile one, united only by crowns, rather than true patriotism. Our people are still very different, even if ‘tis the same King who is crowned at Scone and in the Palace of Westminster. Our marriage is to be a sign of that union, a symbol of peace. Dae ye nae think that to be a good thing?” he asked.

      

      Phoebe had lived her life close to the Scottish border, and she knew the many dangers which surrounded her father’s manor. It was fortified for a reason, and there had been many times when she and her family had taken refuge behind its thick walls and sturdy gate. The reivers along the borders often mounted raids on lonely farms and outlying crofts, and reports of robbers and bandits were frequent. This was lawless country, kept in check only by men such as her father and the Laird, who sat at her right. To marry him would help bring peace, but it would not do so to her heart, which ached at the very thought.

      

      “Peace at the expense of happiness? Am I to be a martyr to that cause?” she said, rising from the table.

      

      She had no desire to remain a moment longer at the table, though she knew how rude she would appear by leaving. He was a pleasant enough man. She knew that he was only doing his duty, one that perhaps he regretted as much as she, but he was no Renoir. Phoebe had no further desire to remain in his presence, one she had never sought or courted.

      

      “Phoebe, where do you think you are going?” her father said, calling out from the end of the table.

      

      “I have a headache, father, may I be excused?” she said, and her father shook his head.

      

      “No, you may not be excused, sit down and …” he began, but Diarmad raised his hand.

      

      “She must nae stay on my account, sir. Please, allow her to take to her bed if that is what she wishes,” he said, and Phoebe’s father sighed.

      

      “Very well, but you shall rise early tomorrow. We ride out to survey the land. I am sure you will wish to accompany the Laird,” he said, and knowing she had no choice, Phoebe nodded.

      

      “I look forward to it,” Diarmad said as Phoebe left the dining hall.

      

      Upstairs, having now been allowed to return to her own chambers, Phoebe sat upon her bed and wept. She could never love Diarmad, not while her mind was filled with thoughts of Renoir. He was pleasant, even charming, friendly, and courteous, but he was not her Frenchman, and she sank down upon the bed, her head in her hands, sobbing uncontrollably.
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        * * *

      

      When morning came, Phoebe’s mind was still resolved against Diarmad. She was angry at her father for bringing him to Oxley Manor and for his arrogant assumption that she would wish to marry a man whom she had never met and had nothing in common with. Slowly, she dressed herself, glancing down into the yard, where already the horses were saddled for the ride out, the gates open, and several of the clansmen mounted and prepared.  Purposefully, Phoebe took her time in getting ready so that eventually there came an exasperated knocking at the door and the sound of her father’s voice calling her impatiently.

      

      “Phoebe, you will have to miss your breakfast; the Laird is ready to ride out now. We are all waiting for you in the yard. Hurry now, else you make a spectacle of us all,” he called out.

      

      Phoebe opened the door, scowling at her father and pushing past him, determined to show her displeasure in every aspect of his plans. She followed him downstairs, pausing at the entrance to the dining hall, from which wafted the pleasant smell of breakfast, her mother sitting at one end, a smile playing across her face.

      

      “Enjoy your ride out, Phoebe,” she called, and Phoebe scowled.

      

      Outside, Diarmad and several of his men awaited them. He bowed to her, a smile upon his face, and he held out his hand to help her onto her horse.

      

      “I can manage well enough, thank you,” she replied, for Phoebe was an accomplished horsewoman, and she needed no help in mounting her stead.

      

      “Phoebe,” her father said, glancing warningly at her, but Diarmad only laughed.

      

      “I like a lass with spirit; we shall see if she rides as well as she mounts,” he said, leaping onto his own horse, which reared up on its hind legs and let out a loud whinny.

      

      Phoebe scowled. This was the first time she had been permitted to leave the manor house since her failed attempt to escape, and her spirits were little cheered by the company of such men. She had rarely encountered Scots before, and she found them coarse and unappealing, Diarmad’s men shouting and laughing with one another, as they rode out through the gates. But Diarmad did not join them in their carousing, choosing instead to ride at Phoebe’s side as they followed her father out into the forest.

      

      “Yer father’s estates are impressive,” he said, as the first sight of a deer was had, and Phoebe’s father charged off in pursuit of the hunt.

      

      “Your own are no doubt equally so,” she replied, watching as the rest of the men followed on the chase.

      

      “Glen Taetnire is a wild place. Its mountains high, its loch deep and the castle of my clan a lonely place, though nae without its charms,” he replied.

      

      “And I am supposed to think of that as an attractive proposition,” she replied, thinking that Glen Taetnire sounded like the last place in the world she wished to be.

      

      “Aye, but when the fires are lit, and songs are sung in the depths of winter ‘tis a homely place, or when the sun shines long into the summer nights, and there is dancin’ and music on the loch shore and swimmin’ out to the islands across the water then ‘tis nae so bad,” he replied.

      

      “I have such comforts here,” she replied, not turning to him, the cries of the hunt now echoing from the forest before them.

      

      “And ye will be mistress of that place, with all the privileges that the title entails. Ye will have yer freedoms well enough, lass,” he said.

      

      Phoebe sighed and made no reply. She had no desire for such a life; she had lost the true freedom she desired, the freedom to marry Renoir, and live a life unhindered by the will and whim of her father, with his talk of duty and destiny. In Glen Taetnire, she would be as much a prisoner as she felt at Oxley, and no amount of talk to the contrary could convince her otherwise.

      

      “A fine chase,” her father called out, as the men emerged from the trees a short while later.

      

      “Was it?” Phoebe replied, feeling just like the hunted deer, who was now carried in triumph before her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Diarmad and his men were to remain at Oxley Manor until the wedding, which was to take place a week after his arrival. He was the first to admit that he did not find English ways and customs to his taste. He missed Glen Taetnire, with its wide-open moorlands and shimmering loch, the high mountains and deep forests which had been his home all his life, its manner of life very different to the formalities of an English manor. He had not known what to expect from Phoebe and, though he found her attractive, it was hard to grow close to her when she made it so obvious that she had no wish to marry him.

      

      Diarmad had tried his best to be charming, interested, and understanding, realising just how much of an upheaval their marriage would be for Phoebe, who was soon to leave all that was familiar behind. But her continued rudeness and dismissive attitude were taking their toll, and Diarmad was beginning to wonder if he could really go through with such an act, the magnitude of it all beginning to dawn upon him. When he had agreed to the marriage, he had imagined an obedient wife, pretty and willing in all things, but Phoebe was quite different, a challenge he had not expected.

      

      “She is certainly a feisty creature,” Stewart said, as he and Diarmad walked in the forest close to Oxley Manor, two days before the wedding.

      

      “Aye, too feisty at times,” Diarmad replied.

      

      “Dae ye think she will settle into life in the glen?” his friend asked, and Diarmad shook his head.

      

      “I daenae know. She is nae happy with the thought of marriage, that much is certain, I wonder if she will go through with it,” he replied.

      

      “Why? Is there someone else who has her heart? Some love ye daenae know of?” Stewart asked, turning to Diarmad with a puzzled expression. “She is ordered by her father to marry ye and ‘tis in the King’s favor that ye dae so.”

      

      “There is a rumor as to someone else, an elopement that was thwarted by her father. I have only heard whisperin’ though; the Earl will nae speak of it, only reassurin’ me that his daughter will marry and that will be that,” Diarmad replied.

      

      “Then ye must be forceful with her, make her realize that she is yers,” Stewart replied.

      

      “I daenae want to force her to dae anythin’ against her will, Stewart. I want to marry her. She is attractive, but there is more to her than that if only she would let her guard down for a moment, let me see a glimpse of her as she truly is,” Diarmad said, and Stewart laughed.

      

      “Strong-willed and determined, that is what she is, Laird, and I daenae think ye will change her,” he replied.

      

      Diarmad sighed, he had hoped this matter would be an easy one, but now he had his doubts. As they returned to the manor, he wondered if Phoebe would ever come to accept the inevitable or whether he would find himself burdened for a lifetime, never finding the true love he desired.
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        * * *

      

      “Why not simply accept it, Phoebe,” her mother said, as the two of them argued over the fitting of the wedding dress.

      

      It was two days before the wedding, and Oxley Manor was busy with preparations. The smell of roasting meats and baking wafted through the house, servants ran back and forth fetching and carrying, and Phoebe and her mother had spent much of the day preparing her dress, which now lay upon her bed, several alterations still to be made.

      

      “You cannot force me to accept it. You can force me to go through with it, but I will not accept it,” Phoebe replied.

      

      “But do you not think him to be a good man? A man who, in this past week, has proven himself everything I would hope to find in the man who will marry my only daughter,” her mother replied.

      

      “Then you should marry him, mother, for you seem more in love with him now than I could ever possibly be,” Phoebe replied, and her mother tutted and threw up her hands.

      

      “He is far better than many a man I could imagine for you. Why there was a time when your father considered marrying you to Sir Gawain Fothersham, and can you imagine how awful that would have been?” her mother said.

      

      “Sir Gawain, the Laird of Glen Taetnire, the King himself, it does not matter who they are. The point is I do not wish to marry anyone, but Renoir and you and my father have prevented that and …” Phoebe cried, as her mother threw her hands up in the air in exasperation.

      

      “Phoebe, I did not dare tell you this for fear of upsetting you, but tell you I must, if only to rid you of these foolish fancies. The saintly Renoir, whom you claim to love so much and whom you believe loves you too, is now married,” her mother said, and Phoebe let out a cry of horror, clutching her hands to her face and falling back into a chair by the fire.

      

      “Married? But …? No, it cannot be, what do you mean? I do not believe you, I will not believe you,” Phoebe cried, unable to understand what her mother was saying, a sense of horror now rising in her at the thought of such betrayal.

      

      She was angry too, betrayed by the man she had placed all her hope in, a bitterness in her heart, such as she had never felt before. Now, she felt only confused, unwilling to believe her mother, yet having no reason to doubt the truth of what she was saying. Renoir had had other lovers. She knew that well enough, but such open betrayal? No, she could not bear to believe it, and she collapsed in a flood of sobs and tears into her mother’s arms.

      

      “I did not want to tell you. I protected you from the knowledge, but it is true. He married a wealthy widow in Carchester, or so the rumor states. It was Lady Barsham who told me just yesterday, for Renoir had been her daughter’s tutor too, as you know, and his lack of morals was well known. You have had a lucky escape, Phoebe, and do not forget it. I am sorry to bring such news to you, for I had hoped to spare you, but perhaps now you will put such silly fancies out of your head and see that Diarmad is a far better proposition than the errant Frenchman,” her mother said, as tears rolled down Phoebe’s cheeks.

      

      She had believed that Renoir loved her, that he would still be waiting for her and prepared to marry her if only she could escape the cruel fate she found herself now subject to. But to think of him married to another in such a short space of time turned her stomach and made her feel quite ill. He had told her so often that he loved her, but he must have been whispering such words to this woman and perhaps countless others too. Everything she had believed about him was now shattered, and her heart was broken. Her dreams of freedom were gone. Tears ran down her cheeks, her fists clenched in anger. She wanted to take hold of him, shake him, and make him see how much he had hurt her, thoughts of revenge foremost in her mind.

      

      “I … I do not know what to say,” she said, looking up at her mother, who sighed and sat down next to her, putting her arms around her and kissing her gently upon the forehead.

      

      “Accept that you are to marry a far better proposition. For I do not doubt that Diarmad will take good care of you, Phoebe, and be a friend to you, if not the man you fall truly in love with,” her mother said.

      

      Now, Phoebe knew she had no choice but to do as she was told to marry Diarmad and return with him to Scotland. It seemed she had little choice, for her hopes of something else were dashed. Reluctantly, through her tears, she nodded, her mother pulling out a handkerchief and dabbing at her cheeks.

      

      “I will marry him,” she said, and her mother smiled.

      

      “And I believe you will be happy in doing so, even if you do not feel it yet,” she said. “Come now; there is still much to prepare.”
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        * * *

      

      The day of the wedding dawned bright and early; Phoebe had barely slept, knowing it to be her last night of freedom and anxious for all that lay ahead. She would spend her first night of marriage at Oxley Manor, the thought filling her with trepidation, before returning to Scotland with Diarmad the next day. All that was familiar would be left behind, her life as she had known it changed and remade. As she rose and began to dress, Phoebe wondered what the future had in store and whether Diarmad really would be the husband her mother had promised her.

      

      “Good morning, my dear,” her mother said, as she entered Phoebe’s chambers a short while later.

      

      “Is it?” Phoebe replied, and her mother smiled.

      

      “There is trepidation for any bride, but all will be well, Phoebe, I promise you,” she said, as she began to comb Phoebe’s hair.

      

      “But I just do not know if I can ever love him,” Phoebe said, looking at herself forlornly in the mirror.

      

      “We grow into love, Phoebe. It does not come upon us in an instant, not for most, at least. You did not love Renoir. You were caught up in a fantasy with him, the thought of elopement and freedom, but it would never have been true love, not now that you know his true intentions,” her mother said.

      

      “I thought I loved him,” Phoebe replied.

      

      “And you think you cannot love Diarmad? We change, Phoebe. That is what life is like; it changes. Come now, we must get ready,” she said.

      

      The wedding would take place in the church on the Oxley Manor estate, a pretty building, surrounded by an ancient graveyard, approached along a woodland path. Phoebe, along with her mother and father, would travel in an open cart, decorated with flowers, followed in procession by the household and other invited guests. Diarmad and his men had already ridden ahead and would be waiting at the church for their arrival.

      

      As Phoebe stepped out into the yard at the front of the manor house, she glanced around her with some trepidation. All of the servants were awaiting her, and they began to clap and cheer as her father stepped forward to help her to her seat in the cart.

      

      “You look ever so beautiful, Phoebe. I am so glad this day has finally arrived,” he said, smiling at her.

      

      Phoebe made no reply, climbing up and taking her seat, her mother helping her with her dress.

      

      “Come now. We do not want to keep the Laird waiting,” she said, smiling at Phoebe as the Earl nodded to the cart driver, who geed on the horse, the cart pulled out through the gates and along the path toward the church.

      

      “The King has sent a barrel of wine with his compliments,” her father said, as the church now came in sight. “The feast will be a merry one indeed, and we shall drink to his majesty’s health. At last, these borderlands will see peace and prosperity after the dark years of violence and war.”

      

      “And the only price is a hand in marriage,” Phoebe replied, glancing at her father, who sighed.

      

      “Phoebe, I urge you to find happiness in this marriage, for it will do much good, I assure you,” he said, the carriage now drawing up at the church gate.

      

      The minister was awaiting them, his billowing white surplice blowing in the breeze and a smile upon his face.

      

      “Good morning, my Lord, and what a happy day it is. The Laird awaits us in the church; come now, if you are ready,” he said, as Phoebe’s mother helped her down from the cart.

      

      “It seems I have no choice,” Phoebe said, the minister looking somewhat surprised at her words.

      

      “But I trust the marriage is freely entered into,” he said, turning to Phoebe’s father, who nodded.

      

      “It is, now, let us see it enacted,” he said, taking Phoebe by the arm and leading her toward the door of the church.

      

      Inside, a considerable congregation had gathered to witness the wedding, for the Earl was a popular local figure, and Phoebe well known for her beauty and charm. It was as though Oxley was to lose a daughter that day, and many had turned out to see the man who would claim her as his own.

      

      Phoebe could see Diarmad at the far end of the church; next to him was Stewart, the two of them dressed in matching green tunics, ceremonial swords hung at their sides and sashes across their shoulders. He was handsome to observe, a nervous smile upon his face, as he turned to see her approach. The organ was playing softly, and Phoebe walked arm in arm with her father down the aisle, heads turning all around them to catch a glimpse of the reluctant bride.

      

      “Ye look very beautiful, Phoebe,” Diarmad said, as she came to stand beside him, the minister taking his place before them.

      

      “Dearly beloved friends, we are gathered together here in the syght of God, and in the face of thys congregation, to joyne together thys man and thys woman in holy matrimony, which is an honorable estate, instituted of God in Paradise, in the time of man's innocency, signifying unto us the mystical union that is betwixt Chryste and hys Church …” the minster began, as Phoebe glanced nervously around her, knowing that now there could be no turning back.

      

      Together, she and Diarmad made their vows, promising fidelity in times of good and times of ill, for richer and poorer, in sickness and in health, until death parted them. A ring was exchanged, and the minister pronounced them husband and wife, witnessed by the congregation, who murmured their appreciation. Now, the moment had come for them to share a kiss, the public declaration of their love, and the minister invited them to do so, stepping back and smiling, as Phoebe turned to Diarmad, her hands shaking, as he smiled and placed his arm around her.

      

      “I will honor these vows all the days of my life,” he whispered as he leaned in to kiss her, their lips meeting as a shiver ran through Phoebe’s body.

      

      His touch was gentle, his lips soft, and, despite herself, Phoebe could not help but feel something at his touch, the stirring of a feeling deep inside. As their lips parted, she gazed into his eyes, wondering for a moment what this glimmer of feeling meant. He had been nothing but kind to her, though she had done her very best to reject him, yet still, he behaved in the manner of a gentleman, one whom she felt she could trust to keep the promises he had just made.

      

      “I … thank ye,” she replied, as the minister now pronounced the blessing.

      

      Having received communion, the two of them now walked arm in arm from the church, followed by the congregation, and, outside the church, there was much cheering and well-wishing as the celebrations began.

      

      “My beautiful daughter, now married,” Phoebe’s mother said, throwing her arms around Phoebe and kissing her.

      

      “A posy for you, ma’am,” one of the villagers said, handing Phoebe a bunch of pretty flowers, their scent filling the air with their sweet smell.

      

      “Flowers for your wedding night, Phoebe,” her mother said, as Diarmad helped her into the cart.

      

      “My son-in-law, a great day for both our families,” Phoebe’s father said, and Diarmad smiled.

      

      “The King’s decision is a wise one, of that I am certain, and be assured, sir. I shall take good care of yer daughter,” he said.

      

      Phoebe thought back to the kiss they had shared before the congregation, that shiver of feeling she had felt, and wondered again what it could mean. Her mother was right; there were far worse men that she might have been forced to endure, for Diarmad was everything she might have hoped for. But, despite these feelings, she still could not rid herself of the memory of Renoir, the thought of his betrayal still not enough to dispel her feelings for him, feelings of passion mixed with anger.

      

      For the rest of the day, a great feast was held at Oxley Manor, attended by nobility and dignitary from across the borderlands. The King had also gifted several boars from his estates, which were roasted with a grand ceremony and served with all manner of other good things to eat.

      

      Phoebe and Diarmad sat in pride of place on a raised table at the end of the dining hall, subject to all manner of toasts and well wishes during the throughout  the evening. The guests soon became merry, and, as barrel after barrel of wine was called for, the singing and carousing grew louder and louder.

      

      “And finally, before the newly married are put to bed, I raise a toast to his majesty,” Phoebe’s father said, rising from his seat and taking his glass. “The benefactor of this feast and of the marriage itself. God save the King, King of England and King of Scotland.”

      

      “God save the King!” came the reply, and all the guests rose as one, though some were more unsteady upon their feet than others.

      

      Phoebe raised her glass, though now she was filled with a nervousness she had pushed aside throughout the day, for soon it would be time to consummate the marriage, an act she had been dreading. Her mother had explained what would happen, the pain she might feel, the eagerness with which her new husband might behave. But the description of the act had served only to fill Phoebe with dread, and as her mother approached, she took another drink of wine, hoping to fortify herself against what was to come.

      

      “Come now. It is time for the two of you to be put to bed,” her mother said, as the guests began to chant and sing.

      

      “I thought they only did this in Scotland,” Diarmad whispered, as the two of them were merrily chasedfrom the dining hall, and the procession made its way to the chambers at the top of the house, specially prepared for the newly wedded couple.

      

      “This is why I tried to run away, mother,” Phoebe hissed, but her mother was so caught up in the celebrations that she barely heard her, the guests now arriving at the door, a final song sung in anticipation of what was to occur next.

      

      “And so, we bid you goodnight,” her mother said, handing Phoebe the posy of flowers she had earlier received, the guests laughing and cheering, drunk on the King’s wine.

      

      Inside, Phoebe closed the door with a sigh. A fire had been kindled in the hearth, the bed freshly made with clean white sheets and a single glass of wine placed upon the table, one which it was customary for the bride and groom to share.

      

      “It has been quite a day,” Diarmad said, sighing and shaking his head.

      

      “One which you and I have had little say in,” Phoebe replied, sitting down nervously at the end of the bed.

      

      “We have done our duty, and I meant what I said Phoebe. I will honor our vows,” Diarmad replied.

      

      The two of them sat in awkward silence for a moment, the fire crackling in the hearth and the sound of an owl hooting outside, the only noise to disturb them. Phoebe wondered what he was thinking, glancing at him in the light from the fire. He seemed less sure of himself than before, awaiting her direction, a direction she had no desire to give. What would it be like? Her curiosity was aroused, though she felt an abject sense of fear at what was to come, a shiver running through her as he reached out his hand to hers.

      

      “I know there is another duty to perform,” Phoebe said, glancing down at the bed, her mind filled with trepidation as to what was to come.

      

      She was terrified of what her mother had told her of the duty a bride was expected to perform, yet there was something about it that intrigued her, for she could perceive his desire. He had watched her, his eyes flitting over her, expectant, longing. She wanted to please him, if only to ensure he would treat her kindly, expecting him now to make his demands.

      

      “‘Tis nae one that ye must endure,” Diarmad said, and Phoebe looked at him in surprise.

      

      “But you are my husband now; I must submit to what you wish for,” she said, echoing her mother’s words and the expectations which Phoebe herself harbored in her heart.

      

      “I wouldnae make ye, lass. I made a vow to take care of ye, and to expect such a thing of ye is wrong. I will nae dae it,” Diarmad said, turning away as though suppressing his own desires for the sake of her feelings.

      

      “But they will come to inspect the sheets. My mother will look in the morning, and if she finds nothing, then we shall both be troubled,” Phoebe replied, but Diarmad shook his head.

      

      “Nay, lass, daenae worry,” he said, and he drew his dagger from its scabbard, laying it across his hand and bringing the blade to cut himself.

      

      Phoebe winced as a trickle of blood came from the wound, and Diarmad turned, holding his hand above the clean, white bedsheet, the blood dripping into a stain.

      

      “But …” she began, and he smiled.

      

      “Now is nae the time, lass. I know ye daenae want this, and I shall nae make life harder for ye than I know it shall be. Come now, lie down to sleep, I shall lie here next to ye, and in the mornin’, they shall think all is as it should be,” he said, pulling off his boots.

      

      “At least let me dress the wound for you,” Phoebe said, a feeling of gratitude running through her for what he had done.

      

      He nodded, smiling at her in the light of the fire, and she came to kneel beside him, taking a strip of cloth, which she dipped into the water from a jug on a table by the window.

      

      “I am sorry,” she said, her hands shaking slightly as she cleaned the wound before wrapping it in a piece of cloth.

      

      “In truth, I am nae ready either,” he replied, taking her by the hand, their eyes meeting as he did so.

      

      Phoebe blushed, embarrassed to think that they would each play their part in such deceit, yet also relieved that the ordeal she had imagined would not, on that occasion, be realized.

      

      “Then we should rest; the journey tomorrow is a long one, I am sure,” she said as he yawned and settled down on the bed.

      

      “I hope ye will come to like Glen Taetnire,” he said. “‘Tis a beautiful place, home to my clan for generations past. Ye will be welcomed, I promise ye that, though there are things ye will find strange perhaps.”

      

      “I am looking forward to seeing it,” she replied, glancing at him as she began to undress.

      

      He turned away, a blush upon his face, though Phoebe sensed his desire too, and she slipped between the blankets, coughing slightly to indicate that he might turn toward her once again. Now, they lay next to one another, and she slipped her hand into his, causing him to shift awkwardly, rolling onto his side to look at her.

      

      “Ye will find it very different, but daenae think I am an ogre, Phoebe. I will nae take ye away from yer family, ye are free to return to Oxley whenever ye wish, and I am sure that yer mother and father will visit us in Glen Taetnire; ‘tis nae a long journey and they are always welcome,” he said.

      

      Phoebe smiled, pulling the blankets up around her. She turned her face away from him, feeling endeared to him for his chivalry. He had proven his honor that night, the kindness of his words enough to convince her of his intentions, but the thought of leaving Oxley Manor behind still filled her with trepidation and, as she went to sleep that night, Phoebe could not help but wonder just how soon the obligations of marriage would come to her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Phoebe awoke to the sound of a gentle tapping at the door, and, to her surprise, she found her head resting on Diarmad’s chest. She rolled over, sitting up, Diarmad still fast asleep next to her, the fire now smoldering in the hearth. Dawn had broken, a thin shaft of sunlight coming through a crack in the curtains and falling upon the unfinished glass of wine which stood upon the table.

      

      “Phoebe, are ye and Diarmad awake?” her mother called out from the other side of the door, and Diarmad looked up with a start.

      

      Phoebe motioned to him, raising her finger to her lips and trying to stifle a giggle.

      

      “We are, mother,” she called out.

      

      “Then might I enter and greet you?” her mother called out.

      

      Phoebe sighed, rising from the bed and went to the door, opening it just ajar so that her mother could not see past her.

      

      “No, leave us to our privacy. After all, it was you who desired this match so fervently,” Phoebe replied, and there was a pause, as though her mother were surprised by her response.

      

      “Very well, there is food for you in the dining hall, and your father wishes to bid you farewell before your journey to Scotland. All is prepared. Your clothes are packed, and the horses are saddled. But yes, the two of you must enjoy this time together,” she replied, and Phoebe nodded, closing the door and listening as her mother’s footsteps disappeared back down the stairs.

      

      Phoebe turned back into the room, glancing at the bloodstain upon the bed and across at Diarmad, who smiled at her and rose to pull on his boots.

      

      “Yer mother will never know the difference. Come now, ‘tis still early, and we should be on our way as soon as we have breakfast,” he said.

      

      Downstairs, Phoebe’s mother gave her a knowing look, smiling, as the two of them entered the dining hall.

      

      “Ah, the happy couple, ready for their journey,” Phoebe’s father said, and Diarmad blushed.

      

      “Aye, sir, we shall be on our way soon enough and in Glen Taetnire by tomorrow afternoon if we ride well,” Diarmad said, helping himself to bread and butter.

      

      “But do not be a stranger, Laird, you are always welcome at Oxley Manor, and I am sure that Phoebe will be pleased to return from time to time,” her father said, glancing at Phoebe, who fixed her face into a scowl.

      

      To be plucked from all she knew, like a flower from the field, seemed so terribly unfair, and she wondered just when it would be that she might return home again. Despite her father’s often harsh treatment, she loved him dearly. She would miss him, her mother too, the closest person she had to a friend, and in whom she so often confided.

      

      “Phoebe shall return here as often as she pleases, and I shall look forward to ridin’ out upon the hunt with ye again soon, sir,” Diarmad said.

      

      After breakfast, Phoebe and Diarmad made their way out into the yard, where the horses were saddled and awaiting them.

      

      “We are all set to depart, Laird,” Stewart said, as Diarmad mounted his horse.

      

      “I shall nae offer to help ye onto yer steed, lass,” he said, and Phoebe could not help but smile.

      

      “When I require help, I shall ask for it,” she replied, and Diarmad laughed.

      

      “Then it will be a swift ride across the moorlands,” he said, as Phoebe embraced her mother, who had tears in her eyes.

      

      “My dear Phoebe, how I shall miss you,” her mother said, kissing both cheeks, tears running down her cheeks.

      

      “I shall miss you too, mother, and you father,” Phoebe said, as her father joined the embrace.

      

      “Go well, Phoebe. God bless you, and we shall see you soon. I am certain you have made a fine match. Now, do your duty and be a good wife,” he said, as Phoebe clambered onto her horse.

      

      With a final farewell, they bid goodbye to her parents and the other servants who had gathered to see her on her way. Riding out of the gates for the final time, Phoebe wondered what her life would be now. Would Diarmad be true to his word? He had acted honorably during the night, but would things be different in his own domain? Only time would tell, and Phoebe glanced at him, wondering as to his thoughts about her and his intentions for the future. He was a handsome, rugged, a true man, quite different from Renoir. She felt safe in his company, assured of his good intentions. If anything, he was too reserved, and she wondered if his own thoughts had strayed to lust, imagining him in a more intimate manner as they rode alongside one another toward the border.

      

      “So, ye have never ridden this far north before?” he said, as they rode along the forest path leading toward the border.

      

      “I have never crossed the border,” she said, reminding herself that she would have if her plan had not been foiled at the final moment.

      

      “Scotland is a wild place, ye will see for yerself, but ‘tis beautiful beyond anythin’ ye have seen before,” he said, his voice sounding wistful.

      

      “I have read of it often enough and heard tales from those passing through my father’s house,” she said, and he laughed.

      

      “Aye, but until ye have tasted the air and smelt the sweetness of the heathers, gazed across the glens and up to the heights of the mountains above, ye have nae seen Scotland,” he replied.

      

      “And your lands are like this?” she said, and he nodded.

      

      “Glen Taetnire is a place of beauty unsurpassed. Ye shall soon come to love it as I dae,” he said.

      

      Phoebe had her doubts. Already she felt a strange sense of unease, for she was journeying into the unknown, leaving everything familiar behind her. At length, they passed through the woodlands and out onto the moorlands, where the purple heather stretched for miles across dale and lowland, an endless vista to the north.

      

      “Wait a moment,” she said, as they came to a large rock on the side of the path.

      

      “What is it?” he said, and she let out a sigh.

      

      “This is the furthest I have journeyed north. I know nothing more than this,” she said, and he smiled.

      

      “Then follow me into an adventure, lass,” he said, and he reached out to offer her his hand.

      

      Tentatively, she took it, their horses trotting beside each other across the imaginary line she had created for herself, one from which there could be no turning back.

      

      “And this is Scotland,” she said, and he shook his head.

      

      “These borderlands are wild and dangerous, there is little of the King’s jurisdiction here, but we shall see to it that order comes to these lands. Scotland lies ahead, and we must ride hard if we are to make Glen Taetnire by tomorrow. Come now, shall we gallop? Show me how well ye ride,” he said, and without warning, he charged off along the path, a cloud of dust flying up behind him.

      

      Phoebe could not help but laugh at his boyish antics, and she urged her horse on in pursuit. They rode across the moorlands for much of the day, spring was in the air, and the sun shone, a breeze blew across the heathers, bringing with it the sweet scent of flowers, and Phoebe almost forgot her troubles, enjoying the company of Diarmad and the other clansmen.

      

      “And you know the names of all these hills and the mountains up ahead?” she asked, as they came in sight of a far-off ridge.

      

      “Aye, they are like brothers to me. There is mighty Ben Monaidh and his companion Ben Challum. The smaller one there is Gairich, and to the left there ye can see Cairnwell, ‘tis from there that Glen Taetnire emerge, and runs for many miles toward the sea,” he said, pointing proudly across the landscape.

      

      Phoebe could not help but be impressed, the country in front was wild, yet it had a beauty to it, such as she had never seen before. Oxley, with its pastoral landscape and patchwork of fields and farms, woodlands, and gentle streams, was far removed from this. She looked at Diarmad, seeing in him something of this wild and rugged land. He was undoubtedly its son, a man forged by his surroundings, at home amidst the vastness of the wilderness.

      

      “It is … very beautiful,” she said, smiling at him, just as a shout came from up ahead.

      

      “Riders, Laird. They are armed,” Stewart called out, and Diarmad looked up in haste, his hand going to his sword.

      

      “Stay back, lass,” he cried, as the other men drew their weapons, the sounds of hooves and angry shouts coming from the path beyond.

      

      In a moment, the band of riders appeared, their own weapons drawn and cries of attack upon their lips. It was an ambush, and Phoebe drew back, her horse rearing up on its hind legs, as confusion reigned. In an instant, the battle was upon them, the clash of steel upon steel cries of pain and muddled orders echoing across the moorlands. Phoebe had no weapon with which to defend herself, and she shrank back, as several of Diarmad’s men fell to their foes.

      

      “Diarmad, help me,” she cried, as one of the ambushers grabbed her, attempting to pull her from her horse, as she screamed in terror.

      

      In an instant, Diarmad reared his horse, raising his sword and cutting down the man with one swift blow. The other ambushers were now retreating, and Diarmad rallied his men, making a final charge to chase them away. A few moments later, he returned, breathless and with a long cut along his cheek, his sword bloodied and sweat dripping from his brow.

      

      “Bandits, common robbers, they have nay courage to them, the cowards,” he said, spitting as he spoke.

      

      “But will they come back?” she asked, her hands shaking as she looked around at the other clansmen, some of whom were nursing injuries.

      

      “Nay, we have given them a bloody nose, we shall nae see them again, but ‘tis unwise to remain here much longer. Come now, we shall ride to an inn I know of some three miles north, and there we shall spend the night,” Diarmad said, looking anxiously around him. “Are ye all right? They didnae hurt ye, did they?”

      

      “I am just a little shaken,” she replied, glancing nervously around her.

      

      “Cowards, that is all they are, but ye are safe now, and I shall send a rider ahead to bring a further guard from the castle to meet us. See to it, Stewart,” Diarmad said, turning to his deputy.

      

      A rider was dispatched ahead, and they rode on for the next three miles, keeping a close eye upon the road lest any further trouble befall them. But all was quiet upon the moorland, and it seemed that the danger had passed. Phoebe could not help but be impressed by Diarmad’s bravery and the way he had defended her. He had taken on the robbers without fear, with no thought for himself and only her protection, further proof of the vows he had made just the day before.

      

      “Is the glen itself dangerous?” she asked, as they came in sight of the inn an hour or so later.

      

      “Nay, lass, ye will be quite safe there. My family has held that place for generations, and our name is feared by our enemies. Besides, have I nae just proved my care for ye? I will nae let anythin’ bad befall ye. But come now, ye must be tired. We shall see that the Landlord gives of his best hospitality,” Diarmad said, leaping down from his horse and hurrying toward the door of the inn.

      

      It was an ancient building, built on the side of the road, with stables running along one side and a sign swinging above the door, proclaiming its name: ‘The Drummer Boy’ with a picture of a small child, beating a drum before an army of warriors. The Landlord offered them a warm welcome, ushering them inside, where a fire burned merrily in a large grate, and the smell of cooking wafted through the taproom.

      

      “I wondered if ye would have trouble, Laird. These men ye speak of were here earlier on, trouble, I should say, they drank half a barrel of ale between them and spoke in terms I wouldnae wish a lass to hear,” the Landlord said, shaking his head.

      

      “Well, they shall trouble ye nay more, Landlord. But we would have yer refreshment and rooms for myself and Stewart. The other men can sleep in the stables with the horses,” Diarmad said, and the Landlord bowed.

      

      “And the lass?” he said, turning to Phoebe.

      

      “My wife,” Diarmad replied, smiling, and once again, the Landlord bowed.

      

      “I shall see to it that yer rooms are prepared, Laird, and now I shall call the lad to bring ye some stew and bread. Sit now and rest yerselves,” he said, pointing toward the fire.

      

      Phoebe was glad of the rest, and she sat down wearily, warming her hands on the fire.

      

      “You should have that wound seen to,” she said, pointing to the cut on Diarmad’s face, just as a young boy emerged from a back room bearing a tray of bowls, steaming with a hearty stew.

      

      “‘Tis nothin’ that will nae wait. I can feel bruises comin’ all over my body,” Diarmad replied, taking one of the bowls and beginning to eat.

      

      The evening was drawing in now, a few other weary travelers making the inn their home for the night, and Phoebe and Diarmad sat up a while longer as tales were told and warnings given of the robbers on the road.

      

      “They say that the King is soon to bring law and order to these lands,” one man said, shaking his head.

      

      “It will come,” Diarmad replied.

      

      “But at what cost?” the man asked. “I have a cousin to the east. Only last month his croft was burned to the ground by raiders, his servant girl snatched away, his children now too frightened to sleep.”

      

      “These are dark times, but better are to come,” Diarmad replied, and the man shook his head.

      

      Phoebe had little knowledge of such conflicts; she had lived a sheltered life under her father’s protection, away from the troubles of the world. The encounter with the robbers had scared her, but Diarmad seemed to take it in stride, laughing and joking with Stewart, as the two men now bid each other goodnight.

      

      “I shall rouse the men early so that we can be on our way and tell the Landlord to have breakfast prepared for us in good time,” Stewart said, as they made their way up a rickety wooden staircase to the landing above the taproom.

      

      “Aye, if we ride early, we shall be in Glen Taetnire by noon. Goodnight, Stewart,” Diarmad said, opening the door of their room for Phoebe.

      

      Inside, the room was sparsely furnished: a bed, a washstand, a table, and a chair. A mean fire had been kindled in the hearth and a solitary candle placed upon the table, flickering and casting a dim light across the room.

      

      “You are terribly bruised,” Phoebe said, blushing a little at the sight of Diarmad’s body, as he pulled off his tunic and threw it to the floor.

      

      “Aye, I shall ache tomorrow,” he said, smiling and shaking his head.

      

      “At least let me bathe the cut on your face … it is the least I can do,” she said, thinking again of the terrible fate which surely would have befallen her had he not come to her rescue.

      

      “Very well,” he said, sitting down on the bed, as Phoebe went to the washstand and poured out some water into the bowl from the crude jug which stood on top.

      

      She took a handkerchief from her skirts, dipping it into the water and dabbing it gently onto Diarmad’s face. He smarted at her touch, flinching as she dabbed at the wound to clean it.

      

      “Stay still,” she said, laughing at him.

      

      “‘Tis nae ye with the wound,” he said, smiling at her.

      

      “And if you do not stay still, it will be worse,” she said, beginning to wash the bruises on his body.

      

      He had a scar on his left shoulder, another across his torso, the signs of a man who, despite his young age, had already seen his share of battles. The sight of him aroused an unfamiliar feeling in her, a shiver running through her body, as her fingers touched his chest, her hand lingering just a moment longer than it should, as she looked up into his eyes.

      

      “I am sorry if ye were frightened today,” he said, as she blushed.

      

      “I … I was not scared,” she replied, and he smiled.

      

      “‘Tis all right if ye were, nay harm has come to ye, and I promise that nay harm will come to ye when I am with ye,” he replied as she soaked the cloth in water again and dabbed at the wound on his face.

      

      “I trust you to mean that,” she said, looking up at him once again, another shiver running through her as he placed his hand gently onto hers.

      

      “Ye can trust me, I promise ye,” he said, and leaning forward, he kissed her, their lips coming together for a moment, as she let out a gasp of delight.

      

      “I … I had not …” she began, but now her feelings overcame her.

      

      Perhaps it was her fears, or the gratitude she felt, or the ever-growing sense that Diarmad was a man of his word, but a feeling stirred inside her, one which now seemed to burst forth, as he kissed her again, taking her in his arms and laying her gently down upon the bed.

      

      “I will nae if ye …” he began, but she shook her head, a sense of desire overwhelming her, as she placed her hands around his neck and began to kiss him.

      

      He too let out a sigh of satisfaction, his hands going to her breasts, kissing her cheek and neck, as she lay back, her heart beating with excitement. She had never felt in such a way before, the fears of their wedding night now replaced by a sense of longing, an expectation of the unknown, though not one of fear but, instead, pleasure and ecstasy. She sighed as Diarmad continued to kiss her, pulling at her dress and exposing her breasts, a shiver running through her as his hand searched out new pleasures, causing her to flinch.

      

      She moaned, turning into him and arching her body to give him better access. As Diarmad deepened the kiss, Phoebe moved to press herself tightly against his chest. He cupped each heavy mound in his hands, twirling his thumbs over each taut nipple, moving his tongue in a new rhythm. She gasped from pleasure at his touch. Stars exploded behind her eyes as heat pooled in the very center of her.

      

      He pulled away from her then, moving to place a mouth over one breast, biting and teasing her nipple. It was sheer ecstasy. Phoebe had never felt the sensations or the tension that crowded her now.  “Diarmad, I … oh, I have not …” she began, knowing how little she knew.

      

      “I know, lass,” he whispered, taking her in his arms and beginning to kiss her upon the lips.

      

      She ran her hands across his body, exploring his torso and tracing the line of the scars upon his body. Laying her back onto the pillows, he never once drew his mouth away from hers as he lifted her chemise over her head to finish removing the barrier to her body.

      

      “I … I do not know,” she said, and he nodded.

      

      “Trust me, lass,” he replied, and she nodded, a sense of desire running through her.

      

      He dipped his head, trailing soft kisses, starting from her collarbone and then further down, toward the center of her abdomen, using his hands to touch her everywhere. Phoebe arched into him, her murmurs and moans the encouragement he sought to continue. He moved lower, still kissing and touching, relishing the feel of her beneath him until he arrived at the tuft of curls that protected her womanhood. He moved his hands to separate the folds of skin at her center and used his thumb to rub gentle circles on the swollen knob of desire at the apex of her sex.

      

      “Diarmad, you can’t mean to…” Her voice caught in her throat as he replaced his thumb with his lips. He took her delicate nub into his mouth, licking her most sensitive part. She still feared that final act, the thought of how it might feel, and how it would leave her, an unknown mystery, one she faced with trepidation. But the way Diarmad was using her body, all thoughts were erased, all fears had subsided.

      

      “Oh… oh…” She bucked, arching hard into his mouth as he gripped her from behind to steady her body. She was holding on for dear life, and Diarmad felt her body move into convulsions as she begged for her release. Phoebe let out a shattering scream as she rode a wave of ecstasy she had never experienced before. As her body relaxed into his, he moved up, gently kissing her until he came to lay beside her, his breathing just as ragged as hers.

      

      Phoebe’s eyes were still closed as she spoke. “You do not have to sleep in the chair,” she said, and he turned to her in surprise.

      

      Diarmad gave her a burst of hearty laughter. “Is that so? Are ye sure?” he said, and she nodded.

      

      “I would like it if you slept here,” she said, as a soft pink blush crept up her cheeks. With a nod, he wrapped her in his arms, bringing the plaid up to cover them both.

      

      “Well, goodnight, lass,” he said, turning and placing a gentle kiss upon her forehead before blowing out the candle, the fire burning low in the grate.

      

      He put his arms around her, and it was not long before she fell asleep, the memories of the evening they had spent together now turning into delightful dreams.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Diarmad awoke before Phoebe, the first light of dawn coming through the window, where the curtain was only half pulled across. From the bed, he could see out across the moorlands, a clearing rain falling upon the heathers, the sky dull and grey up above. Phoebe stirred, working her way closer into his arms, and he felt a flush of arousal, her body pressed against his below the blankets.

      

      But Diarmad had no intention of acting dishonorably, and he checked himself, reminded of his promises to Phoebe and her mother and father. He had every intention of being a good and dutiful husband, despite knowing the reluctance with which she had entered into their marriage. But in their throes of passion the evening before, he had seen a spark of something else, a look in Phoebe’s eyes suggesting she desired more. At that moment, his own desires rising, thoughts of all they might share together foremost in his mind. He wanted her, desirous to possess her once again.

      

      Now, Diarmad looked down at Phoebe asleep in his arms. She was very beautiful, the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, her long brown hair flowing over her shoulders, her skin soft and smooth. He was proud to call her his wife and longed for the moment when she would be proud to call him her husband. Already he felt a pang of love for her, his feelings aroused in the first moments he set eyes upon her, feelings which had grown more potent by the day.

      

      “Wake up, lass,” he whispered, gently shaking her.

      

      Phoebe opened her eyes, smiling up at Diarmad, who sat up on the bed and pulled on his tunic.

      

      “I was having the most delightful dream. There were lochs and high mountains, endless forests, and meadows of wildflowers,” she said.

      

      “If we leave soon, then ye shall have yer dreams turned true, for ‘tis just like that in Glen Taetnire,” Diarmad said, getting up and putting on his boots.

      

      He glanced out of the window to the stable yard below, where Stewart was already saddling the horses and calling out orders to the men. Turning, he caught sight of Phoebe slipping from beneath the blankets, naked save for her undergarment, a sight which aroused him, and he turned away, anxious lest she should think less of him for the way his looks betrayed him.

      

      “You do not have to turn away. I am your wife,” she said, and he laughed.

      

      “Then ye desire me to watch ye,” he said, smiling at her as she began to dress.

      

      “I have watched you,” she replied, a mischievous twinkle in her eyes.

      

      In a few moments, they were ready, each splashing water on their faces from the jug upon the washstand before making their way downstairs, where the smell of breakfast wafted into the taproom.

      

      “Some porridge to see ye on yer way, Laird? Or I have fresh eggs and bread baked this very mornin’ should ye prefer,” the Landlord said.

      

      “Aye, a hearty breakfast will see us on our way, Landlord, and I thank ye for yer hospitality,” Diarmad replied, grateful for the shelter which the inn had afforded them.

      

      “There are few homely stops along the northern road, Laird, as well ye know. I wish ye God’s speed in returnin’ to Glen Taetnire and may yer journey be far from trouble this day,” the Landlord said, as the boy emerged from the kitchen with a loaf of bread and a pan of sizzling fried eggs.

      

      After they had breakfast, Diarmad thanked the Landlord and settled their charges before he and Phoebe made their way out into the yard where Stewart and the other men were waiting.

      

      “A late night calls for a late mornin’, or so they say,” Stewart said, and Diarmad punched him on the shoulder.

      

      “Enough of yer cheek, Stewart,” he said, laughing at his friend, as he clambered onto his waiting horse.

      

      “With a fair wind, we should be in Glen Taetnire by noon,” Stewart said.

      

      “And I shall be glad of my own hall,” Diarmad said, as they set off along the road north.

      

      Phoebe was quiet as they rode, and Diarmad wondered whether she regretted their intimacies of the night before. He knew she was nervous, for that much was to be expected of a new bride, and he had no wish to force the issue of their consummation, hoping instead that such desire would come naturally. She was beautiful, and every time he glanced at her, he felt his own desire growing, desiring to possess her once more.

      

      “See there, Laird, the path onto the crag, we are close to the glen,” Stewart called out after they had ridden for several hours.

      

      “Did ye hear that, Phoebe? We are close now. We ride a little further and then take our rest by the waters of the loch. Ye shall see yer new home in all its splendors then,” Diarmad said, pointing up ahead of them to where the path rose through a pass across the rocks, the mountains of Glen Taetnire rising up above, the last of the winter snows still clinging to the tops.

      

      “I shall settle for a homely hearth and a warming drink,” Phoebe replied, her voice sounding weary.

      

      “And ye shall have that and more, ‘tis only a few miles further,” he said, as they rode up into the pass.

      

      What followed was the sight which Diarmad never grew tired of. From their vantage point, they now saw the full sweep of the loch before them, forests clinging to each side, and the water dotted with a dozen islands which made up a wooded archipelago, stretching toward the castle, which jutted out on a headland some two miles up the water.

      

      The sun was glinting upon the waters, and high above, the mountains disappeared into the clouds, so that it seemed as though their heights reached to the very heavens themselves. Above the tree line, the heather rose in every shade of purple, dotted with the occasional croft, where animals grazed peacefully, the occasional bird hovering in the sky above. This was home, and Diarmad breathed a sigh of relief to return here, eager to show Phoebe all that he had known since childhood.

      

      “The castle?” she said, pointing down the loch, and he nodded.

      

      “Monecreiffe Castle, aye, home to my family these generations past and … home to our own family, or so I hope, for generations to come,” he said, blushing a little as she turned to him and smiled.

      

      “You are right, the glen is stunning. You are lucky that all of this is yours,” she said, evidently impressed by what she saw, as she gazed with a delighted expression at the scenery above and beyond, stretching out before them.

      

      “‘Tis ours, Phoebe. Ye are my wife and what is mine is yers. Ye shall want for nothin’ here, I promise ye,” he said. “Now, dae we rest here or ride on? ‘tis only a short way to the castle, followin’ the road along the shore.”

      

      “Then let us ride there in all haste; I wish to see the home you have spoken so highly of,” she said, and Diarmad nodded, urging his horse on, as Phoebe followed behind.

      

      As they came in sight of the castle walls, Diarmad could see the gates open, a mounted guard of men riding out to greet them.

      

      “Ye took yer time. We sent a rider on ahead yesterday to bring ye,” Stewart called out, but the lead rider reined in his horse, shaking his head sadly.

      

      “Forgive us, Laird, but there has been a raid on a croft to the north of the glen. We had nay choice but to chase down those responsible. They have burned the croft and terrorized the peasants there,” he said.

      

      Diarmad cursed under his breath, shaking his head, his hand going instinctively to his sword.

      

      “Curse those fiends,” he said, spitting the words out as he leaped down from his horse.

      

      “Ralstones, I will wager,” he said, and the soldier nodded.

      

      “Aye, Laird, ‘tis almost certain. But they were gone before we arrived, disappeared back over the hills onto the high moorlands,” the soldier replied.

      

      “I thought you said the glen was safe,” Phoebe said, and Diarmad turned to her with a sigh.

      

      “‘Tis safe here, lass. The Ralstones wouldnae dare attack the castle, but there are dangers on every side, yer father must have taught ye that, for even in Oxley the threat of raids could never be far from ye,” he said, and Phoebe nodded.

      

      “The castle looks strong enough to withhold any siege,” she said.

      

      “Aye, ‘tis so,” Diarmad said, looking up at the battlements above, where a dozen of his men patrolled the walls, and the banner of the Moncreiffes fluttered in the breeze.

      

      “It will nae be long before the Ralstones face the King’s wrath. His majesty will nae settle for enemies terrorizin’ the borderlands any longer,” Stewart said, as they made their way through the gates.

      

      “And we shall see to it that they daenae any longer. But first, I must make Phoebe welcome in her new home,” Diarmad said, turning to his wife and smiling.

      

      At that moment, a cry came from across the courtyard, and Diarmad turned to see a welcome figure running toward them.

      

      “Father, father,” the figure cried out, and Phoebe looked up in surprise.

      

      “Ah, here is my lad, Bernard. Ye must meet yer stepmother. Here is Phoebe; the woman I told ye of,” Diarmad said, as Bernard leaped into his arms.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      News of the attack upon the croft had unsettled Phoebe; Diarmad had assured her that the glen was safe, and now it seemed that danger lurked on every side. If it were not safe to leave the confines of the castle walls, then she would be a virtual prisoner, a sad and solitary life awaiting her.

      

      But these thoughts had been pushed aside by the astonishing revelation which had just emerged from the castle keep. A boy of not more than ten years, crying out a greeting to Diarmad, whom he spoke of as his father. But Diarmad had made no mention of a son, and neither had her own father.

      

      Phoebe could not believe the sight before her, and she was angry at the thought of her new husband’s indiscretions. Who was the boy’s mother? Had Diarmad been married before or worse, had some scandal engulfed him, the boy a tangible reminder of past misdemeanors? For a moment, Phoebe was speechless, unsure of how to respond.

      

      “I am so glad ye are home, father,” the boy said, his arms around Diarmad and a smile upon his face.

      

      He was unmistakably Diarmad’s son, for they shared many characteristics, not least the jet-black hair which seemed so characteristic of the clansmen. Phoebe could not believe her eyes, and a sudden rush of anger came over her, anger at Diarmad’s failure to tell her the truth.

      

      “And I am glad to be home with ye, bonnie lad. I hope ye have been good these past days without yer father here,” Diarmad said.

      

      “I swam out to the first island by myself,” Bernard said, and Diarmad looked at him in astonishment.

      

      “And ye are only ten years old? What a feat for a young lad. Well done,” he said, setting the boy down and ruffling his hair.

      

      “Your … your son?” Phoebe said, unable to hide the astonishment in her voice, and Diarmad nodded.

      

      “Aye, my son,” Diarmad replied. “Greet Phoebe, Bernard. Remember yer manners.”

      

      “I am pleased to meet ye,” the little boy said, holding out his hand for Phoebe.

      

      She could bear the child no guile, for he was a sweet and innocent little thing, the smile upon his face enough to soften the hardest of hearts. But that did not lessen her anger at Diarmad, and, having greeted the child, she turned toward the castle keep, wishing only to be alone.

      

      “I will go to my chambers now. I trust they are prepared,” she said.

      

      “Aye, they are prepared, lass. I have had several rooms set aside for ye and a young lass to see to yer needs. Ye will be comfortable, I hope,” Diarmad said, a note of confusion in his voice.

      

      “Then I shall go to them now and rest,” she replied, her voice angry, her tone abrupt, still unable to accept the deception he had wrought upon her, hoping he would realize her displeasure.

      

      A hundred questions filled her mind, and she barely noticed her surroundings as Diarmad led her into the keep and through a grand and imposing hallway, up a sweeping staircase to a landing above, from which opened a dozen doors to left and right.

      

      “It is this way,” Diarmad said, leading her to the right and through a large oak door onto a gallery lined with portraits and glinting suits of armor, windows running along one side, and looking out across the loch, the castle being built to the water’s edge.

      

      “What is yer home like?” Bernard asked, looking up at Phoebe and smiling.

      

      She sighed, turning to him, still unable to be angry with him for the fault of his birth.

      

      “It is very different to this one, though it seems that here with you is to be my home from now on,” she replied.

      

      “Ye are from England. I should dearly like to see it. Father has told me of it,” Bernard said.

      

      “I am sure he has; it is a shame he did not tell me everything about my new home,” Phoebe said, raising her eyebrow, as they came to a door which Diarmad unlocked, ushering her inside.

      

      “Here are yer chambers, I shall have the lass come to attend ye. There is a sitting room through there and a closet here,” he said. “Ye may take the rooms either side for yer personal use too. If there is anything else ye need, then ye only have to ask.”

      

      An awkward silence now descended, and Phoebe glanced at Diarmad, whom she could tell sensed her annoyance and displeasure.

      

      “I am sure I will be quite all right,” she replied, crossing to the window, which looked out over the castle courtyard.

      

      “Then … Bernard and I will leave ye alone. Come now, son, I am sure ye have much ye wish to tell me,” Diarmad said, glancing at Phoebe, who nodded and turned away.

      

      As the door closed behind them, Phoebe sighed. She could not dislike the child, he seemed a perfectly delightful little boy, but it angered her that Diarmad had made no mention of him. She was not prepared for the responsibilities of motherhood, and she wondered too who the boy’s true mother was.

      

      It distressed her to think that she was not Diarmad’s first, though she knew well enough of the reputation of men to know her thoughts were naïve. She had been taken in by Renoir, and now, it seemed she had been taken in by Diarmad, her feelings toward him having been quite changed by this revelation.

      

      With a heavy heart, she began to look around her chambers, which were comfortably furnished. Tapestries hanging from the wall, with a comfortable bed at the center. A door led into a sitting room, with chairs and a table, portraits lining the wall, and a large wardrobe, which she discovered was filled with clothes.

      

      Phoebe knew she would be comfortable there, and she did not doubt that Diarmad would take good care of her. But the question of Diarmad’s past still haunted her, and she could not rid herself of the uneasy feeling that there was more to this revelation than the simple matter of a motherless child.

      

      What secret was Diarmad hiding, and would it be one that the two of them would later face for ill? She was pondering this when there came a knock at the door, and a young girl entered, bearing a jug of water and a neatly folded linen towel.

      

      “Good day, mistress, the Laird has asked me to attend to ye. My name is Leyla,” the girl said, bobbing into a curtsey, as she placed the jug and towel down on the washstand.

      

      “You are kind to come,” Phoebe said, grateful for the chance to wash after the rigors of the journey.

      

      “I shall take yer clothes to rinse and clean,” Leyla said, smiling at Phoebe, who now began to undress.

      

      Leyla was a pretty girl, her hair pulled back and tied, wearing a plain and simple white dress. She had a friendly face and a smile which lit up her whole face, and Phoebe took to her immediately.

      

      “It must be a strange thing to come all this way and to a strange place,” Leyla said, pouring water from the jug into a bowl on the washstand.

      

      “There is much to get used to,” Phoebe replied, and Leyla nodded.

      

      “Not least the Laird,” she said, immediately blushing and apologizing for her indiscretion.

      

      “There is no need to apologize. You are right; there is much to get used to where the Laird is concerned,” Phoebe replied, splashing water on her face and body.

      

      “He is a good man, strong-willed, and I wouldnae wish to anger him,” Leyla replied.

      

      “He has been kind to me,” Phoebe said, “and welcomed me here with everything I need. I was … unaware he had a son, though.”

      

      “Oh, Bernard, aye, he is a bonnie lad. I took care of him while the Laird was away south, and he was nay trouble at all, a delight. Ye shall enjoy his company, I am sure,” Leyla replied.

      

      “Do you know anything about his mother?” Phoebe asked, and Leyla blushed.

      

      “It is nae my place to say, mistress, ye must ask the Laird such a thing. I am only a servant here, and he has been kind to me, ever since my mother died. I am sure he will tell ye all ye wish to know,” Leyla said, and she curtsied again, taking up the jug and hurrying from the room.

      

      Phoebe sighed. It seemed that she was to have no answer to this mystery, except from Diarmad himself. But would he be honest with her? She crossed to the window, looking down at the courtyard below, where Stewart and several of the other clansmen were busy brushing down the horses, orders barked toward the battlements and the hustle and bustle of a castle at work.

      

      She watched for a while, knowing that her life would be very different from now on. She was the mistress of this castle, a wife and now, it seemed, a mother too. Was she ready for such responsibility, and would Diarmad ever tell her the truth? It was these and a hundred other questions which she pondered, knowing that there could be no going back--her feelings for Diarmad now confused, the intimacy they had shared tainted by his failure to reveal the truth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Phoebe avoided Diarmad for the next day, taking her meals in her chambers and speaking to no one except Leyla, who was diligent in her care and attention. She was fearful of confronting Diarmad, dreading the answer to her questions. Yet, her curiosity over Bernard continued to rise, and she questioned Leyla again about the child, eager to know more about him.

      

      “He is a good lad, so obedient and devoted to his father, as the Laird is to him,” Leyla replied, smiling wistfully.

      

      “The Laird does not seem the type to be a father figure,” Phoebe said, and Leyla shook her head.

      

      “Forgive me, mistress, but ye barely know him yet. The Laird has always been the most devoted of fathers to Bernard. He would dae anythin’ for the lad, anythin’ at all,” Leyla replied.

      

      Phoebe smiled, a feeling of guilt now running through her. She had refused to speak to Diarmad when he had knocked on the evening of the previous day and had made no attempt to speak with him since. It was petty, and she knew that eventually there would be no choice but to seek an explanation, one she had so far refused to allow him to give, despite her curiosity.

      

      “Then I must speak with him,” she said, resolved to do so there and then.

      

      Leyla finished helping her to dress, and with a final glance in the mirror, Phoebe made her way out onto the gallery, past the portraits of Diarmad’s ancestors and down the stairs toward the great hall, hoping to find Diarmad on the way.

      

      But it was Stewart that she first encountered, the Laird’s friend hurrying out toward the castle courtyard. He nodded to her, and she blushed, realizing that her refusal to leave her chambers must surely be the talk of the castle, an embarrassment to the Laird, and a damning indictment of her own intentions.

      

      “I am looking for Diarmad,” she said, failing to meet Stewart’s eye.

      

      “He is at his breakfast, lass,” Stewart replied. “Ye will find him in the great hall, though he intends to ride out this mornin’ with Bernard.”

      

      “I shall seek him there then,” Phoebe replied.

      

      “Daenae be too harsh on him, lass. The Laird has a great responsibility upon him, one which ye cannae understand, none of us can. In all things, he does what he believes to be right,” Stewart said, and without another word, he marched off, leaving Phoebe alone in the corridor.

      

      She sighed, nervous as to what the conversation might now bring, and turning, she made her way toward the great hall, the doors to which stood open. Diarmad sat alone at one end. It was a magnificent hall, far bigger than that at Oxley Manor, the walls paneled and a great window above the dais, which faced the mountains across the loch. Long trestle tables ran down each side, and the walls were lined with portraits of men resembling Diarmad, their noble looks now cast down upon her, as she walked nervously toward him.

      

      “I thought I wouldnae see ye for a week,” he said, smiling at her and pushing aside his bowl of porridge.

      

      “I … I have been a little foolish,” she admitted, coming to stand before him.

      

      “I could tell ye were uncomfortable when ye first met Bernard. Is that why ye have avoided me this past day?” he said, and Phoebe nodded.

      

      “I was angry, that is all. I had expected you to tell me about him, not conceal his existence,” she said.

      

      “I was worried that ye wouldnae agree to be my wife if ye knew that ye were to be a mother too,” he said.

      

      “And so, you hid the existence of the boy from me, hoping I would not realize?” she said, shaking her head in disbelief.

      

      “Nay, lass, how could I hide the child from ye? Of course, I would have told ye. I did tell ye, but ye gave me nay chance to explain,” Diarmad replied, his voice sounding hurt and confused.

      

      “A child is a grave responsibility, one I do not know I am ready for,” Phoebe said.

      

      “‘Tis a responsibility I have shouldered these years past on my own. I didnae bring ye here to be a mother to the lad, though I hope the two of ye will grow close. There is nay guile in him, lass. He will love ye as a mother, and all I ask is that ye treat him well,” Diarmad replied.

      

      “But how can I trust you? What other secrets are you hiding from me?” Phoebe asked, and Diarmad shook his head and smiled.

      

      “And what secrets are ye hiding’ from me, Phoebe?” he said, a questioning look now coming over his face.

      

      “I … I do not know what you mean,” she replied, and Diarmad laughed.

      

      “Renoir La-Rochefoucauld, perhaps?” he said, and Phoebe blushed.

      

      “I … how do you know about him?” she said, and Diarmad shook his head.

      

      “Dae ye think that yer father would have given ye in marriage had I nae known the truth? Nay, lass, I know of yer past. I know that ye tried to elope with the Frenchman and were foiled by yer father’s discovery of the plot. I know that ye were in love with another and that that was yer reason for refusin’ me at first. I know the truth, and I know that Renoir betrayed ye, yer mother told me that,” he said.

      

      “Renoir was … a mistake. I did not know him as I thought I did,” she said, embarrassed at her own indiscretions and realizing that she could say little in the face of Diarmad’s knowledge.

      

      To chastise him for keeping a secret, one now fully revealed, would make her a hypocrite, given her own concealment of the truth.

      

      “Then ye will forgive me for nae tellin’ ye immediately that I had a son to come home to,” Diarmad replied, and Phoebe nodded.

      

      “But I still must know … who is the boy’s mother?” she said.

      

      “That does nae matter, lass. The important thing is that he is loved and given all that he needs. He has done well enough without a mother these past years, and he does nae need to be reminded of her now,” Diarmad replied, the tone of his voice suggesting he wished for no further questioning.

      

      “Then it seems we have reached an impasse,” Phoebe said, and Diarmad laughed.

      

      “It seems that we both have a past, but together we shall have a future too, and I promise ye that when I made my vows on our weddin’ day, I meant them,” he said.

      

      “As did I,” Phoebe said, still feeling guilty for her swift judgment in the face of her own indiscretions, ones which Diarmad had so gallantly pushed to one side.

      

      “Then the matter is settled, lass, and we shall hear nay more of it,” Diarmad said.

      

      Phoebe nodded, sitting down opposite him and watching as he finished his breakfast. As he laid down his spoon, footsteps could be heard in the corridor, and a moment later, Bernard ran in, coming to stand before them, a broad smile upon his face.

      

      “Father, Stewart has said that I may ride out with ye today, is it true?” he said, and Diarmad laughed.

      

      “Aye, son, ‘tis true. We are to ride up to the high crofts on the mountainside, and ye shall see all the lands that will one day be yers,” Diarmad replied.

      

      “Will Phoebe come?” Bernard asked, and Diarmad looked up at Phoebe with a questioning look upon his face.

      

      “That rather depends upon Phoebe. Would she like to come?” he asked, the slightest smile playing upon his lips.

      

      “I would,” she said, no longer able to feel annoyed at the secret concealed.

      

      She liked Bernard. He was, as Leyla had said, a sweet and innocent little boy, and she was impressed by how Diarmad doted on him so lovingly. Not only was Diarmad a warrior, but he was a kind and loving father, a gentle man who wished only the best for his son.

      

      But still, Phoebe could not help wondering as to the boy’s mother, her mind filled with all manner of possibilities of a past indiscretion. Had it been an affair with a servant or some other lowly woman? A scandal kept quiet; the woman sent away? Or had Diarmad loved another in the past, an act for which she could hardly condemn him, given all that he knew of Renoir?

      

      “I will ride alone, father,” Bernard said, as they emerged into the courtyard a short while later.

      

      “Nay, son, ye are nae yet old enough to ride alone. Ye shall ride with me, and perhaps, later on, we shall see how ye fare on yer own steed,” Diarmad said, as Bernard looked up at him in disappointment.

      

      “Come now, Bernard. My father did not allow me to ride alone when I was young, though I so desperately wished to,” Phoebe said, smiling at the boy, who nodded.

      

      “I am ready to dae so,” he said, and Diarmad laughed.

      

      “Spoken like a true Monecreiffe,” he said.

      

      “I will be a warrior one day, just like me father,” Bernard said as Diarmad helped him onto the horse’s back.

      

      “I am sure you will,” Phoebe said, laughing at the determined look in the young boy’s eyes.

      

      “Let us ride. We shall see if ye can keep up too, Phoebe,” Diarmad said, winking at her.

      

      “There is no fear of that,” she replied, and without warning, she prodded the horse, galloping off through the gates, as Diarmad followed behind her.

      

      They rode from the castle along the lochside, the forest giving way to moorland as the road veered upwards, disappearing into a narrow path that led toward the high crofts. After confining herself to her chambers, the fresh air felt exhilarating, and Phoebe urged on her horse, riding to the top of a ridge before turning to survey the glen below.

      

      “Everythin’ ye see from here is mine,” Diarmad said, as he rode up beside her, with Bernard sat in front of him.

      

      “It is beautiful,” she replied, gazing out over the loch, which stretched for several miles further toward high mountains in the distance.

      

      The last remnants of a mist rolled across the waters, the islands shrouded from view, the forests rising deep and mysterious on each side.

      

      “And ye shall see it all in due course, lass,” Diarmad said, “but now, we shall ride on to the crofts, for there are men and women there in fear of the Ralstones, and I want to make it clear that I shall dae all I can to protect them.”

      

      They rode on along the mountain path, which rose to a great height before plateauing onto moorland where several crofts lay huddled against the mountainside. Cattle grazed around them, and at the sight of the Laird’s party, several children ran to greet them, calling out for their parents as they did so.

      

      “Have ye come to protect us, Laird?” one boy asked, and Diarmad nodded.

      

      “Aye, lad, ye will nae be troubled by the Ralstones again, I shall see to that,” he said, as several anxious-looking men and women emerged from the crofts.

      

      “There has been nay sign of them again, Laird, but we live in fear now of another attack,” one of the men said, and a murmur of agreement went up all around.

      

      “That is why I have come to tell ye that I shall have a party of my men sent up here this day for yer protection. They will camp on the high ground there, though I would ask ye to be hospitable to them and give them what food ye have. If another attack comes, then we shall be ready for it,” Diarmad said, and Phoebe could not help but be impressed by his words.

      

      It was clear that Diarmad cared deeply about his people, willing to do all he could to safeguard and protect them.

      

      “We are grateful to ye, Laird, though we shall nae sleep easy in our beds while these wicked men are abroad,” the man continued.

      

      “They shall nae trouble ye much longer, I promise ye. A new alliance is formed, and the King has charged me with bringin’ peace to these lands, a peace I intend to keep,” Diarmad said.

      

      “We will do what we can to help you,” Phoebe said, moved by the plight of the crofters, who appeared terrified at the prospect of further attacks.

      

      “An Englishwoman?” the man said, and Diarmad nodded.

      

      “My new wife, Phoebe. Her father is Francis Howell, the Earl of Oxley, and the alliance between our clan and her family will help bring the peace I have promised ye,” Diarmad said, as Phoebe dismounted her horse and stepped forward.

      

      “I am sorry for your suffering,” she said, as several of the women stepped forward to greet her.

      

      “We are grateful to ye for comin’ to us, mistress,” one of them said, plucking some flowers from the ground and pressing them into Phoebe’s hand.

      

      “And we shall come again, ye will nae be alone in this,” Diarmad said.

      

      They spent a while longer with the crofters, and Phoebe was astonished at the hard-scrabble manner by which they lived, the crofts exposed to the very worst of weather, a meager existence made worse now by the threat of attack.

      

      “They live such fragile lives,” she said, as they rode back toward the castle.

      

      “Aye, they are good, honest people, loyal to the clan and worthy of our protection,” Diarmad replied.

      

      “You care deeply for your people. I can see that,” Phoebe said.

      

      “A Laird is a guardian, but only for a short while, the span of his life. ‘tis my duty to pass these lands on better than I found them, for when Bernard comes of age, who knows what life in the glen will be like?” Diarmad said, glancing down at his son, who had fallen asleep in his arms.

      

      It was late afternoon before they returned to the castle, the shadows lengthening in the glen, for the mountains were high, and the sun soon obscured behind them. Phoebe was glad of the warm fire in her chambers and of the fresh clothes which Leyla had laid out for her.

      

      “Ye and the Laird have made yer peace then?” she asked, as Phoebe warmed herself by the fire.

      

      “He has … reminded me that neither of us is perfect,” Phoebe replied, and Leyla laughed.

      

      “That is certainly true, mistress. I speak for myself in that regard too. But the Laird is a good man, and he will take good care of ye, I am certain,” Leyla replied.

      

      Phoebe did not question her further, but in her mind, she still wondered as to the truth of Diarmad’s past. Who was Bernard’s mother, and would Phoebe ever discover the truth of Diarmad’s past mistresses and lovers, whoever they might be?
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        * * *

      

      Phoebe joined Diarmad for dinner that night in the great hall. A side of venison was roasting over the fire, its aroma filling the room with a delightful scent, and the Laird had ordered a barrel of wine to be opened, the clansmen offering toast after toast to the King and their noble Laird.

      

      “Enough now, I have heard yer admiration,” Diarmad said, as Stewart rose once more, intoxicated by the strong wine.

      

      “But Laird … to the benefactor of this feast, the beast itself, the monarch of the glen,” he said, raising his glass.

      

      “A fine hunt was had to bring him down. He had us chasin’ him for many miles across the heathers,” Diarmad said, laughing and raising his glass.

      

      “Aye, Laird, and now we taste the fruits of our labor,” Stewart said, slicing a piece of meat from the haunch.

      

      There was much carousing, storytelling, and merriment that night, and Phoebe entered into the spirit, eating and drinking with the clansmen, at Diarmad’s right side.

      

      “I am glad that ye have come here, lass,” Diarmad said, leaning close to her and whispering.

      

      “I enjoyed seeing all that you showed me today,” she said, and he smiled.

      

      “There is still much to show ye, I assure ye, but ye must nae feel like a prisoner here. Come and go as ye please, make this yer home,” he said, and Phoebe nodded.

      

      “You have been very kind,” she said, as he poured her another glass of wine.

      

      “I promised yer father I would take good care of ye, and dae that I shall,” he replied.

      

      The fire was burning low, and a barrel of whisky had been tapped, further toasts given and the clansmen one by one drifting off to bed or falling asleep at the table where they sat. It was late now, moonlight shining in through the windows and the candles around the great hall beginning to gutter.

      

      Phoebe had finished another glass of wine, her senses dulled by the liquor and the heavy food of the feast. Diarmad smiled at her, placing his hand into hers and leaning close to her, kissing her cheek, and causing her to blush, his touch sending a shiver running through her.

      

      “What say ye join me in my own chambers this night?” he said, and she smiled at him nervously.

      

      “I … yes,” she said, desire once more rising within her.

      

      He took her by the hand, leading her from the great hall and out into the corridor, where burning torches lit the way. His chambers lay at the top of the keep, and they made their way up the stairs, followed by Diarmad’s dogs, who barked and growled at one another, the rest of the castle now quiet and at rest.

      

      “Come this way,” Diarmad said, opening the door and leading her inside, shooing the dogs away as he did so.

      

      His chambers were lavishly furnished, a large bed hung with drapes in the center and round about all manner of fine furniture, tapestries, and portraits. A fire burned in the hearth, in front of which stood a table upon which two wine glasses and a decanter had been placed, as though Diarmad had hoped for this encounter to take place.

      

      “I see you were prepared,” Phoebe said, and Diarmad laughed.

      

      “Aye, prepared to entertain my wife, as it should be,” he replied, and Phoebe smiled, lying back on the bed, as he poured out the two glasses.

      

      “And am I the first woman to be entertained in this manner?” she asked, as he handed her a glass and raised his own in a toast.

      

      “And why does it matter if ye are?” he asked, coming to sit next to her and placing his arm around her.

      

      “I am only curious. After all, you know of my past … indiscretions,” she said, and Diarmad smiled.

      

      “Then leave the past where it belongs,” he replied, leaning over and kissing her upon the neck.

      

      The feeling of his lips upon her skin sent a shiver running through her. She put down her wine glass, her feelings now aroused. His hands searched out her breasts as he fondled and caressed her. His moves grew bolder as he put one plump mound into his mouth, then the other. Phoebe arched into him and let out a sigh. Diarmad wanted her to feel every ounce of desire. He growled and moved his head up, enveloping her lips once more.

      

      “I am sorry for my words today,” she whispered.

      

      “They are forgotten, lass,” he said, looking down at her, a mischievous smile playing across his lips.

      

      He pulled open her dress, kissing her breasts, his tongue searching them out. She winced for a moment, the sensation an intensity she had not expected, and he looked up, a questioning look upon his face. She nodded, nervous but excited with the curiosity of what was to come.

      

      “I want it,” she whispered. Diarmad stood, lying her down upon the bed, parting their lips only long enough to remove their clothes. He knelt, moving one delicate leg over his shoulder as he searched for the white-hot center of her. He intended to take his time with her despite his ravenous hunger. “Diarmad…” she moaned.

      

      “Aye, lass, say me name.” His name on her lips was everything he needed and wanted all at once. His lips separated the gentle folds of her sex, and his tongue darted between her legs, tasting her. She arched again, bucking her hips as he found the sensitive nub that drove her insane with desire.

      

      He continued to move his tongue in, out, and around her delicate skin while her movements became more rushed and desperate for him. She knew she was close to reaching the same release only he could bestow. Her body began to shudder around him.

      

      “Aye, lass…come for me,” he moaned as he slipped first one, then two fingers into her to work with the movements of his mouth.

      

      Phoebe grabbed his shoulders and held onto him as she screamed his name again in her release. She couldn’t control her body, nor did she want to, as the wave of pleasure flowed through her.

      

      Phoebe felt aflame with longing, despite Diarmad’s exquisite work. Her heart beat fast in her chest as she pulled his face to her own. “My Sassenach bride,” he murmured against her lips as her hands ran through his hair.

      

      “My Scottish husband,” she murmured, arching her back as his fingers brushed across her breasts. She moaned deep in her throat, gripping his hair as his lips traveled down to her throat.

      

      “Are ye certain, lass?”

      

      “Yes, I want you, Diarmad,” she nodded, holding her to him.

      

      “I will be gentle, I promise,” he whispered, taking her in his arms and beginning to kiss her neck. He positioned himself so that he was above her, his hands resting on either side of her body, not to crush her with his weight. She looked up at him, eyes hooded in desire, and pressed her full length against him, unable to resist the feel of his hard-muscled body against her own.

      

      Diarmad lowered his weight upon her, and she spread her legs to wrap them around his waist. Phoebe felt the head of his hardened shaft brush against the inside of her leg, and she shivered in anticipation. She lifted her hips without ever realizing what she was doing, a movement so natural yet so unknown to her.

      

      “Lass, makin’ love will hurt ye, but I promise it will nay last. I will bring ye back tae pleasure if ye can stand a little pain in th’ beginning.”

      

      She seemed startled for a moment, her hands still firm on his torso. Phoebe held her breath. She didn’t want to stop.

      

      “Please make me yours.”

      

      “Lass,” he groaned as he pressed forward into her, gently sliding the full length of his manhood, as her hands came around to clutch his shoulders. She cried out in pain for a brief moment as their naked bodies melted into each other. To ease the pain of his entering, he used his fingers to bring her to the heights of passion rolling and plucking her sensitive nub. Diarmad kissed her deeply, moving with his tongue and teeth down the side of her throat, down to her breasts as he began to move within her.

      

      What had begun as a painful pressure had turned into the most unfathomable of delights. Phoebe reached out with her hands, caressing the hardened muscles of his body. Every move of his shaft sent ripples of ecstasy coursing through her. “Diarmad,” she cried out as he began to move more swiftly inside of her. As he reclaimed her lips with his own, she was trembling on the edge somewhere between what felt like life and death. She moaned as he plunged himself into her over and over. Driven mad with passion, Phoebe lifted her hips up to meet him thrust for thrust.

      

      “Am I hurting ye, lass?” he hesitated.

      

      “No, do not stop. I need more!” She moved beneath him.

      

      Heat from the friction of their joining becoming more fervent. Diarmad buried himself deeper into her hot wet sheath. Phoebe throbbed around his hard manhood as it nearly split her in two. She screamed out in ecstasy as she fell over the edge of the cliff into oblivion. Groaning, Diarmad bent his head and dug into her shoulder with his teeth as he released his seed into her womb. Panting, he leaned his head against her neck and whispered, “Are ye all right, lass?”

      

      “I … yes, it was just, somewhat different to how I had imagined,” she said.

      

      “And how did ye imagine it?” he asked, rolling back over and claiming her lips once more.

      

      “I … I do not know, but it was … everything,” she said, still recovering from the sensation, which now began to subside within her.

      

      Diarmad gave a hearty laugh, pulling Phoebe into his arms. Their bodies spent, having forged a bond between them, one that would not be easily broken.
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        * * *

      

      It was the dogs that woke her, barking down below in the courtyard. Phoebe rolled over, yawning and expecting to find Diarmad next to her. But the bed was empty and cold, the blankets tucked under one side, and no sign of Diarmad. His clothes were gone, the fire kindled with fresh wood, and the curtain pulled back to reveal a dull wet day outside.

      

      She sat up, rubbing her eyes, and got up, shivering in the chill of the early morning, for the fire was yet to grow warm, the flames licking up the chimney without the heat of embers to warm the room. She pulled on her dress and splashed water on her face, going to the window and looking out across the moorland beyond.

      

      The rain was falling in sheets, the loch covered in a thick mist. Across the heathers, she could see a distant hunting party riding out toward the mountain, perhaps Diarmad was amongst them, and she wondered why he had not woken her, given his promises of further pleasure that morning. She wondered what the intimacies of the night before had meant to him and whether Diarmad’s own feelings too were growing or whether the act they had shared had been merely one of duty and nothing more. With a sigh, she began to dress herself, feeling like an intruder, alone in Diarmad’s chambers, just as a gentle tapping came at the door.

      

      “Who is it?” she called out, wondering if perhaps Diarmad had returned.

      

      “Tis Leyla, mistress, I have come to help ye dress. There is a great commotion downstairs,” she replied, and Phoebe hurried to the door.

      

      “What has happened?” she asked as Leyla entered the room, a worried expression upon her face.

      

      “‘Tis naw for me to say, mistress, but the Laird has ridden out early, did he nae wake ye?” she asked, and Phoebe shook her head.

      

      “No, he did not. I was sound asleep,” she said, blushing at the implications of what she had just said.

      

      “They will tell ye downstairs. Come now, I will help ye. I have brought ye fresh clothes from yer chambers, a dress and a shawl,” Leyla said, as Phoebe splashed water onto her face.

      

      In a few moments, she was dressed, anxious to hear the news of what was happening, and she clattered down to the great hall, with Leyla hurrying behind. There, she found Stewart and several other clansmen, sitting with Bernard at the far end, eating breakfast. They looked up grimly as she approached, and Stewart shook his head with a sigh.

      

      “A dark day indeed,” he said, as Phoebe took a chair next to Bernard.

      

      “Would someone explain what has happened? Where is Diarmad? And why these long faces?” she asked.

      

      “The Ralstones, mistress,” one of the men said, and Stewart nodded.

      

      “Aye, late in the night, a runner arrived at the gates to inform the guard that a raid had been mounted upon the upper crofts. The Ralstones have burned a dozen dwellings and driven off the livestock from a dozen more. Eight men are dead, and several others wounded, the women and children terrified. I roused the Laird, though ye were deep in yer sleep, and he has ridden out this hour past with a band of men. But the Ralstones will be long gone. They are cowards, and wouldnae face us in a fair fight,” Stewart said, cursing and shaking his head.

      

      Horror now struck Phoebe’s heart, as she pictured the men and women of the crofts whom she had met on the day that she and Diarmad had ridden onto the moorlands. They were simple people, farmers, and laborers; they were not soldiering and could have had no hope in defending themselves against such an attack. It struck fear in her heart, and she glanced nervously around her, her eyes falling upon Bernard, who looked angry and confused.

      

      “My father will see to them. We should crush them,” he said, his fists clenched.

      

      “Ye speak the words of a warrior, my young lad,” Stewart said, patting him upon the shoulder.

      

      “But what can be done? If, as you say, the Ralstones have already fled, then what hope is there of vengeance?” Phoebe asked.

      

      “We should strike them back. Too long have we allowed the Ralstones to invade our lands and pillage our goods and livestock,” one of the clansmen said, and a murmur of agreement went up all around.

      

      “Which makes us no better than they,” Phoebe replied.

      

      “And what would ye have us dae, mistress?” Stewart replied, “ye come from a place of safety, yer father’s lands are under nay threat. Ye have never known the dangers we face here. England is a very different land from this,” he said.

      

      Phoebe sighed. It was true that she knew little of Highland ways. Hers had been a privileged life, though she had known the dangers which came from living close to the border. There were times when the manor at Oxley had been threatened, and her father had called upon the crown to defend them, but this was quite different, the Ralstones threatening not only the clan but those under its protection too.

      

      “I am sure the Laird will find a way,” she replied, and Stewart nodded.

      

      “Aye, but we must be prepared for an attack. The Ralstones grow bolder by the day, and it will nae be long before this castle itself finds the enemy at its gates. Vigilance must be ours,” he said, bringing his fist down hard upon the table.

      

      Phoebe ate her breakfast ponderously; she was worried for Diarmad, anxious lest he finds himself confronted by the Ralstones. After eating, Phoebe and Bernard walked together in the castle gardens, climbing up onto the battlements and looking out over the moorlands toward the distant mountains.

      

      “I see nay sign of my father,” Bernard said, peering over the ramparts on tiptoe.

      

      “He will return, have no fear. Your father is a brave man, I have known him only a short while, and already I know it to be true,” Phoebe replied.

      

      “Dae ye like being here?” he asked, with the innocent forwardness of a child.

      

      Phoebe paused a moment, considering her answer. At first, she had considered all this merely her duty, though she had admitted that Diarmad was a far more attractive proposition than she had imagined he would be. The castle, its people, the beauty of the landscape had all contributed to a sense that marriage to Diarmad might one day be a joy rather than a trial, and she could not help but admit that when all things were considered, she was growing to like it.

      

      “It is different from what I expected it to be,” she replied, smiling at him.

      

      “My father is a good man; he will take care of ye, just as he takes care of us all,” Bernard replied.

      

      There was a fierceness in his voice, a sense of determination. He was a child mature beyond his years, with a strong resolution and unwavering sense of loyalty toward his father, to whom he was clearly devoted. Phoebe could not help but like the child, resolved as she was, to be a friend to him, even if she were not yet ready to be a mother.

      

      At that moment, there came the sound of a far-off horn, echoing across the glen, and Phoebe turned to look out over the battlements. There, charging across the moorlands, was a band of riders, though they were too far away for Phoebe to recognize if they were friend or foe. The guards on the gate had seen them also, and there was much commotion and readiness, lest this be an enemy attack.

      

      “I cannot make them out,” Phoebe said, for the mist still hung in the air, the rain having turned to a persistent drizzle across the glen.

      

      “Mistress, for yer own safety ye and the boy, must come down from the walls,” one of the soldiers called out, but just then, Bernard let out a cry.

      

      “‘Tis my father, I can see him now, ridin’ at the head of the men. He is victorious,” he said.

      

      Phoebe let out a sigh of relief, and now she too could see Diarmad and his men riding at full pelt toward the castle. Several of the horses were unmounted and, as the party approached, Phoebe could see that they had injured with them, several of the men slung across the horses’ backs. She and Bernard hurried down to the courtyard, just as the gates were pulled open and Diarmad and his men rode through.

      

      “Curse the Ralstones,” Diarmad cried, leaping from his horse, pulling off his helmet and throwing it angrily to the ground.

      

      “What news, Laird?” Stewart asked.

      

      He and the other clansmen had just emerged from the keep, and they gathered around to hear the news, angry expressions upon their faces.

      

      “When we arrived at the upper crofts, the fires were still burnin’, and more were dead than at first we believed. We tried to help those that were left, but there was little we could dae. I have offered them shelter here at the castle, and I believe they will accept it, for there is certain to be further attacks,” Diarmad replied, shaking his head sadly.

      

      “But ye were attacked too?” Stewart asked, and Diarmad nodded.

      

      “The cowards waited until we had dismounted. They had been hidin’ amongst the rocks roundabout and sprung upon us. Three of our number were cut down before we could even draw our swords, and then they fled like cowards. We gave chase, of course, but they know the land there better than we, and soon they had disappeared into the woods. Cowards, that is all they are, and I vow we shall vanquish them,” he said, cursing under his breath.

      

      “We cannae continue to be the ones under attack, Laird. ‘tis time we struck back at them and made them pay for what they have done,” Stewart said, the other clansmen nodding.

      

      “And we will, I promise ye. The Ralstones will pay for what they have done to us, to our people, to our lands. We have the crown on our side and the cause of right. It will nae be long before our enemies fall before us,” Diarmad said, as a cheer went up around the courtyard.

      

      Phoebe watched as the clansmen now set about tending to the injured and burying their dead. Three of the clansmen had fallen in the fight, and prayers were said as they were laid to rest outside the castle walls. Diarmad was silent, the two of them standing together to pay their respects.

      

      “This is a terrible day,” Phoebe said, shaking her head sadly.

      

      “I should have done more to protect my people,” Diarmad replied, and she slipped her hand into his, turning to him and offering him a weak smile.

      

      “How could you have done more? The attack came in the night; there was nothing you could have done to prevent it,” she replied as he sighed and turned away.

      

      “I am their Laird, I have a duty to them, and yet now so many are dead, and we bury more now,” he replied.

      

      “You have done so much for your people, do not be despondent. You will defeat the Ralstones. The whole clan is determined to do so, and you said yourself, the crown is on your side. The King will not stand for this, and my father will help you,” she said, slipping her arm into his as they returned through the castle gates.

      

      “And will more attacks come in the meantime? I am certain that those who ambushed us as we came north were in the pay of the Ralstones too. They surrounded us on every side. How soon before the castle itself is attacked? How many men must we lose?” he said, his voice becoming agitated.

      

      “We will see this through together,” Phoebe replied, and Diarmad looked at her, smiling and nodding.

      

      “Ye have been good to me, Phoebe,” he replied, and she laughed.

      

      “And I did not expect you to be so good to me,” she replied, as he leaned forward and kissed her upon the forehead, the two of them returning inside the keep together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      In the days which followed, there came further reports of the Ralstones attacking crofts upon the high moorlands, burning, and pillaging as they went. It seemed that a new offensive had begun, one which would lead only to further death and bloodshed if it were not ended soon. Phoebe could see a change coming over him. He was broody and withdrawn. With each further attack, he grew angrier and ever more determined to seek revenge.

      

      But Phoebe was puzzled; she knew nothing of the nature of the conflict between the Moncreiffes and the Ralstones nor why their enemy should seek such bloody reprisals against them. She asked Leyla to tell her, but the servant knew nothing or would not speak her mind if she did, and Phoebe could find no answer to the mystery. As the days went by, Diarmad became ever more withdrawn, and Phoebe grew even more concerned.

      

      “You must eat something or take a little wine; it would do you good,” she said, as the two of them sat together in his chambers.

      

      Diarmad had taken to having his meals there, claiming that he wished only for the company of Phoebe and no one else.

      

      “I am nae hungry, lass, I have had nay appetite these past few days,” he replied.

      

      “And if an attack comes, what then? Will you hide here and force Stewart to take command of your men?” she asked, and he scowled at her.

      

      “Ye know I wouldna’ dae so. But how can I face my clan when I have allowed them to suffer so?” he said, shaking his head and bringing his fist down hard on the table next to which he sat.

      

      “But it is your absence that they speak of. They wonder where their Laird is and why he hides away in his chambers,” Phoebe said, pushing an uneaten plate of food toward him.

      

      “I daenae hide,” Diarmad replied.

      

      “But I do not understand. What is the nature of this conflict? Why do the Ralstones attack you in such a way?” she asked, and Diarmad sighed.

      

      “‘Tis complicated; there is much history between our clans,” he replied.

      

      “Then tell me, I want to understand,” she replied, reaching out and taking him by the hand.

      

      She had taken to sleeping in his chambers now, the two of them growing closer in this difficult time. She hoped that he would trust her, as she was growing to trust him. It was all she wanted, surprised by the feelings she now felt toward him, feelings which went far beyond duty and grew stronger by the day.

      

      “‘Tis nae only the bitterness of history that divides us,” Diarmad began, the tone of his voice reluctant, as though he were unwilling to share this secret, even with Phoebe.

      

      “Then you have a personal vendetta against these people?” she asked, and he nodded.

      

      “Against the Laird himself, it angers me even to speak his name,” Diarmad replied.

      

      “I have heard Stewart speak of him, Hamish Ralstone. He is far older than you, though, is he not?” Phoebe asked, and Diarmad nodded.

      

      “Aye, much older, but he had a daughter,” Diarmad replied, and Phoebe’s heart sank.

      

      A dozen possibilities now ran through her mind. Had it been a mistake to ask this question? Would he now reveal that he had once loved another, a lover denied him by the bitter divide of enemies? A tear rose in her eyes, and she brushed it away, swallowing hard lest her emotions betray her.

      

      “I … I see,” she said, though she did not see at all.

      

      “A daughter who loved my brother, a brother murdered for that love,” Diarmad replied, and Phoebe looked at him in horror, her heart beginning to beat fast, shocked at this fresh revelation which revealed another secret hidden in Diarmad’s past.

      

      “A brother? You did not tell me …” she began, and he shook his head, turning away and brushing a tear from his eye.

      

      “‘Tis nae somethin’ I ever wish to speak of. My brother was a fool to fall in love, but we cannae help who we fall in love with. She was beautiful, and that love was felt by her as well. She loved him as he loved her. But her fate was short-lived. Maybe the fairies were jealous of their love and cursed them. Who knows? Only a short time later, he met his end in what was believed to be an accident,” Diarmad said.

      

      “But you do not believe it was?” Phoebe asked, and Diarmad nodded.

      

      “My brother was a fine horseman, and he is supposed to have been thrown from his horse on the mountain pass between here and Glen Roche, his skull crushed on the rocks. Nay, it was nae accident,” Diarmad said, and he rose from his chair, cursing under his breath as he crossed to the window.

      

      “I am so very sorry, I did not realize …” Phoebe began, and she put her arms around his shoulders, trying to comfort him, yet still confused by this extraordinary revelation, as he shook his head.

      

      “Sometimes, questions are best left unasked, lass. But I would have told ye one day, just nae today,” he replied.

      

      “I am glad you did. I understand now, and I understand why you are so angry. But the men need your leadership now. They are looking to you for guidance,” she said, and he sighed.

      

      “I know that. But am I to risk their lives in search of my own vengeance?” he asked.

      

      “They too desire that revenge. For surely, your brother was as dear to them as he was to you. I have seen the spirit that exists between your clansmen, they are as one, and they desire to be avenged for the deaths upon the crofts which have wounded each of them terribly,” she said, crossing to the window and slipping her hand into his.

      

      He turned to her, taking her in his arms and kissing her upon the forehead. He felt tense, as though carrying a great burden upon his shoulders, one which could so easily crush him beneath its weight.

      

      “They know better than to mention my brother, but ye are right. I owe them that,” he said, letting out a deep sigh.

      

      “Then show them that ye mean it,” she replied as she leaned up to kiss him, knowing that his burden was hers as well.
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        * * *

      

      “Nay silly, ye daenae skim a stone like that,” Bernard said, laughing at Phoebe, as the stone she had thrown fell with a splash into the loch.

      

      “Then you must show me how it is done,” she said, smiling at him and sitting back to watch.

      

      The two of them had come down to the lochside that morning after breakfast. The rain and wind of the past days had cleared, the sun shining upon the water’s surface and a gentle breeze blowing through the trees around them. The first signs of summer were upon them, birds singing up above and wisps of white clouds sitting upon the mountain tops.

      

      “Like this,” Bernard said, and he selected a small stone from the beach by the loch and aimed it carefully across the water.

      

      As he threw it, it caught the surface perfectly, skimming across the top and bouncing half a dozen times before disappearing beneath the water. Bernard turned to Phoebe with a triumphant expression upon his face, stooping down to pick up a second stone and offering it to her.

      

      “I doubt I will succeed,” she said, but he shook his head.

      

      “‘Tis all in the throw. Here, let me show ye,” he said, beckoning her forward.

      

      Phoebe stepped toward him, and he took her by the hand, angling the smooth stone in such a way that that it rested flat in her palm.

      

      “Now, flick yer wrist back and let go,” he said.

      

      Now, Phoebe’s stone hit the surface of the loch, sending up a splash of water as it skimmed forward. Bernard let out a cheer, picking up another stone and throwing it after Phoebe’s. The sun caught the final splash, and it was as though a shower of diamonds had erupted from the water, sparkling and shining, as the ripples spread out across the surface.

      

      “I will never be as good as you,” Phoebe replied as she returned to watching him.

      

      “My father taught me when I was very young,” Bernard replied, and Phoebe smiled.

      

      “You and your father are very close. It is a joy to see,” she said.

      

      “My father is a great man,” Bernard said, and he came to sit down next to Phoebe, the two of them looking out across the water together.

      

      In the past days, Phoebe and Bernard had grown close. She enjoyed his company, and, with Diarmad now riding out daily to the crofts in search of the Ralstones, the two of them had spent much time together. That day, they had bid farewell to Diarmad after breakfast and made their way down to the lochside together, intent upon spending the day by the water’s edge.

      

      “Tell me, Bernard, do you remember your uncle?” Phoebe asked, and Bernard shook his head.

      

      “Nay, he died when I was very young, but my father will nae speak of him. I am surprised he has even told ye of him, for nay one dares mention my uncle when my father is nearby,” Bernard said.

      

      “I am afraid that I ask too many questions. But your father told me of him, and I am curious to know more,” Phoebe replied.

      

      She had pondered the sad circumstances of Diarmad’s brother’s death these days past, wishing to know more about him, if only to understand Diarmad better. It was a tragic tale, one which had led to such bloodshed and cruelty, and Phoebe could feel nothing but sorrow for Diarmad in his loss. Now she understood his desire for revenge and felt hatred herself for the Ralstones, whose merciless attacks seemed only set to continue.

      

      “I can show ye where he is buried if ye wish,” Bernard said, and Phoebe looked at him in surprise.

      

      “I had not thought of seeing his grave. Is it close to the castle?” she asked, and Bernard shook his head.

      

      “Nay, ‘tis on the mountain pass above, close to where he fell. Come on, I shall show ye,” he said, taking her by the hand.

      

      “Perhaps we should not, not whilst the Ralstones are abroad,” she said, but Bernard laughed.

      

      “I am nae afraid, besides, ‘tis nae far, only up to the pass. The grave is there. My father goes there sometimes, I see him walkin’ alone, and I have followed him at times, though he does nae know it. He takes heather to lay upon the grave; we should dae the same,” Bernard said, and reluctantly, though, with some fascination, Phoebe followed him from the shore.

      

      The path toward the mountain pass wound its way up through the trees above the castle. It was a steep climb, and Phoebe was soon breathless, pausing by a clump of pine trees to gaze back over the glen. The loch stretched into the distance, the curve of the mountains obscuring its end. The sun was warm now, and she took out her handkerchief and mopped her brow as Bernard came running back down the path. He was as nimble as a sheep and seemed entirely at ease in the mountains, laughing at her as she caught her breath.

      

      “How much further is it, Bernard?” she asked, looking up the steep mountain path ahead.

      

      “‘Tis nae much further, ye will see the pass soon and then down into Glen Roche. Look, here are some flowers we can pluck for the grave,” he said, stooping down to pick a bunch of purple blooms growing close to the edge of the path.

      

      Without a second thought, he dashed off up the mountain path, and Phoebe followed behind, picking her way slowly over the rocks, fearful lest she fall. The path fell away steeply on one side, clinging to the rock side, as down below a stream flowed through a wide gully toward the castle. She could see the soldiers on the battlements below, the banner of the clan fluttering in the breeze, the landscape laid out like a patchwork before her.

      

      “Wait for me, Bernard, I am not as used to the mountains as you,” Phoebe called out, and Bernard paused some way above, shielding his eyes from the sun and watching as she made the final ascent up the path.

      

      As Phoebe came to the top, she let out a gasp at the magnificent sight before her. From there, the path fell gently away through the mountain pass, opening to reveal a vista over Glen Roche. It was as beautiful as Glen Taetnire, the wooded mountains falling away into a loch dotted with islands, wisps of cloud skimming the tops above. High up in their eyries came the sound of eagles, and Phoebe watched as one took flight, soaring above them majestically down into the glen below.

      

      “Now, are ye pleased ye came?” Bernard asked, and Phoebe smiled.

      

      “I am, Bernard, ‘tis spectacular. And this is where yer father’s lands end?” she asked, and he nodded.

      

      “Aye, what ye see before ye belong to the Ralstones, this rock here marks the boundary,” he said, pointing to where a large slab of white-washed stone, stood by the path side.

      

      But it was what was next to it which caught Phoebe’s eye, a cairn of rocks, with a simple headstone above, surely the grave of Diarmad’s brother.

      

      “And this is …” she began, and Bernard nodded.

      

      “My uncle’s grave. ‘Tis here that my father comes. He sits just there,” Bernard said, pointing to the bank next to the path, where wildflowers grew, and a stream gushed forth to join its large cousin down below.

      

      Bernard had placed their flowers upon the grave, and he stood back in silence, his head bowed, as though in imitation of his father. Phoebe could picture Diarmad there, no doubt with that same mournful look he had on the day he had told her of his tragic loss. She whispered a prayer, stooping down to examine the headstone, which had been roughly chiseled with a name and date.

      

      “Robert Moncreiffe, 1601,” she read out loud.

      

      “And still there is nay vengeance, even after all these years,” Bernard said, coming to kneel next to her.

      

      “Your father will have it. I am certain of that,” Phoebe replied.

      

      For a moment, they stayed in silence by the graveside, a gentle breeze blowing through the mountain pass. It had been warm down in the glen by the lochside, but now, having recovered from the exertions of the climb, Phoebe felt herself shivering. The sun had gone behind a cloud, and she stood up, glancing around her and pulling her shawl up around her shoulders.

      

      “We should go back now,” Bernard said, and Phoebe nodded.

      

      “Yes, we do not want your father to worry about us, and my stomach is rumbling,” she said, smiling at him as he offered her his hand.

      

      But just as they were about to make their way back down the mountain path, a sound behind them caused Phoebe to startle. She looked over her shoulder and, to her horror, saw a dozen men running toward them, their swords drawn, as they cried out for them to stop.

      

      “Quickly, Phoebe, this way,” Bernard cried, hurrying her down the path.

      

      But with a cry, Phoebe fell, rolling down the path and sprawling onto the bank below. In an instant, their assailants were upon them, and Phoebe was dragged roughly to her feet as Bernard struggled in the arms of two of the men.

      

      “Ye let me go, dae ye know who my father is?” he cried, biting one of the man’s hands and kicking out violently.

      

      “This one is a feisty one,” one of the men said, and he cuffed Bernard around the cheek as they bound his wrists together, Bernard continuing to struggle valiantly against them.

      

      “Who are you? What right have you to do this?” Phoebe said, though fearing to know the answer, one she already suspected.

      

      “Andrew Ralstone, mistress, cousin of Hamish, Laird of the Ralstones and, if I am nae very much mistaken, ye are the new wife of Diarmad Moncreiffe, for this is surely Bernard, his erstwhile heir,” the man said, smiling an unpleasant smile at Phoebe. She cursed herself for being so foolish as to be captured.

      

      The Laird’s cousin was tall, well built, and with a shock of ginger hair, a sword slung at his side, and his white tunic open at the neck. He looked at her triumphantly, knowing full well the prize he had secured.

      

      “Let the boy go. I will come with you, but let him go,” Phoebe said as Bernard continued to struggle.

      

      “I think nae, mistress, for ye are both a pretty prize,” he said, and with a signal to the others, he turned, making his way along the path toward the pass through the mountain, pausing by the grave of Diarmad’s brother.

      

      “What will you do with us?” Phoebe called out, and Andrew Ralstone laughed.

      

      “That is up to the Laird, mistress, but if ye wish to avoid the fate of yer long-dead brother-in-law I suggest ye come quietly,” he said, as Phoebe and Bernard were dragged along the path, without hope of flight or escape.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      “Where are they, Stewart?” Diarmad said, looking worriedly out from the castle battlements.

      

      It was late afternoon, and Diarmad had returned from his patrol of the upper crofts to find that Phoebe and Bernard were gone. They had not been seen since the morning when a guard on the walls of the castle had seen them walking up onto the mountain pass above.

      

      “‘Tis a fair walk up to the pass, Laird. Perhaps Phoebe was tired on the descent, or they have stopped by one of the streams for refreshment,” Stewart replied, as he too stood looking anxiously up at the path above.

      

      “Nay, there is somethin’ wrong, I must ride up there,” Diarmad said, turning and hurrying down the steps into the courtyard.

      

      “Then I will ride with ye, Laird. ‘Tis too dangerous to go alone,” Stewart replied.

      

      “What was Bernard thinkin’ in takin’ her up there?” Diarmad said, though, in his heart, he believed he knew the answer.

      

      Phoebe had asked him so many questions about Robert that it was surely only a matter of time before she questioned Bernard too. He had always been curious about his uncle, and Diarmad knew that he had followed him on occasion when he would climb up the steep track to the mountain pass and sit by his brother’s grave.

      

      “We will find them, Laird. Come now. The horses are saddled,” Stewart said, and the two of them rode swiftly from the castle gates.

      

      The path up the mountainside was steep and treacherous, the horses struggling to gain a foothold on the dried mud and stones, their hooves slipping, and both Diarmad and Stewart struggling to keep astride their backs.

      

      “‘Tis nay use, Stewart, we will have to walk. Can ye see any sign of them?” Diarmad said as he climbed down from the horse’s back and surveyed the path up ahead.

      

      “Nothin’ ahead, perhaps they didnae even come this way,” Stewart said, as he climbed down beside Diarmad.

      

      “The guard was adamant that he saw them, and this is the only path they could take up the mountainside. Bernard was takin’ Phoebe to my brother’s grave. I am certain of it,” Diarmad said, and Stewart looked at him in surprise.

      

      “But … what does she know of Robert?” he asked, and Diarmad paused, letting out a deep breath as he did so.

      

      “She asked me to tell her why our clans were such bitter enemies. I couldnae conceal it from her. She would have found out about him in the end, and ‘tis only my reluctance to speak of him that prevented her from knowin’ before now,” Diarmad replied.

      

      He did not like to speak of his brother, for the memory of that time was painful and caused him bitter thoughts. He hated Hamish Ralstone for what he had done, for there was no doubt in Diarmad’s mind Robert’s death was no accident, that he had been ambushed upon the mountain pass and murdered for the simple fact of falling in love.

      

      “And ye think that she was curious to see the grave,” Stewart asked, as they climbed up the path, the horses tethered to a tree below.

      

      “I think that Bernard will have encouraged her if she asked. The boy is headstrong and wishes to prove himself. But he is still a child and nae yet a warrior,” Diarmad said, looking up ahead for any sign of the pair, his fears growing ever stronger as to their fate.

      

      “Then we must find them,” Stewart said, pressing on up the path, as Diarmad gazed up at the mountains towering above.

      

      There was no sign of either Phoebe or Bernard when they reached the pass. It was cold there, the gentle breeze of the glen replaced by a sharp, cold wind, one untempered by the summer season beginning below. Here, high up in the mountains, the weather struck hard and unforgiving, even when the days were long and balmy. Diarmad could see his brother’s grave a hundred yards ahead and the whitewashed stone which marked the edge of his lands. He looked around with a heavy heart, his fears growing ever stronger.

      

      “I have a terrible feelin’ somethin’ has happened, Stewart,” Diarmad said, as they approached the grave.

      

      From there, Diarmad could see down into Glen Roche far below, the path snaking its way toward the tree line over the rough and rocky ground just like that which they had traversed from Glen Taetnire behind. In the far distance, lying below the heathers on the opposite shore of the loch lay the castle of the Moncreiffes, hidden behind trees and a rocky outcrop which stretched down into the waters below.

      

      “Laird, look! Over here,” Stewart said, pointing to a patch of brambles a short way beyond the whitewashed stone.

      

      He hurried over to it, leaning down and picking up a handkerchief which had become caught in the thorns.

      

      “‘Tis Phoebe’s, she has been here,” Diarmad said, rushing to Stewart’s side and snatching the handkerchief from his hand.

      

      “And see here, Laird, the ground is dry, but marked by heavy boots, men have marched here recently,” Stewart said, pointing down at the ground.

      

      Now, Diarmad saw the footprints and marks leading off down the path toward Glen Roche, and he let out an angry cry, cursing not only himself but Hamish Ralstone too, for it could be none other but him and his men whom Phoebe and Bernard had met in that lonely spot.

      

      “They must have taken them. Quickly we might still be able to catch them,” Diarmad said, and he drew his sword, ready to rush down the path toward the glen below.

      

      But Stewart caught hold of him, pulling him back and bringing him to his senses.

      

      “Daenae be a fool, Laird. One man, or two, if I am foolish enough to follow ye. We cannae possibly hope to rescue them. Nay, we must return to Glen Taetnire, seek help there. We will send a messenger to Oxley Manor, and to the King’s garrison at Drumkiel. That is how we shall rescue Phoebe and Bernard, for surely, they are held as ransom against ye,” Stewart said.

      

      Diarmad sighed, sinking to the ground and putting his head into his hands, cursing himself again for his stupidity.

      

      “I promised to protect her, Stewart. I promised her father. I have failed her,” Diarmad said.

      

      “And what could ye have done? Ye would have been taken with her if ye had been here, for I have nay doubt that the Ralstones came in numbers for this ambush. Nay, Laird, there is nothin’ ye could have done to prevent this. But there is much ye can dae to see a happy end. Let us return to the castle for a counsel of war, the clan must know of this treachery, and we shall unleash such fury upon the Ralstones as they have never known before,” Stewart said, his face set angrily toward Glen Roche, as Diarmad rose to his feet.

      

      “Ye are right, my friend. ‘tis a fool’s errand to run after her and Bernard, but I feel so helpless standin’ here above the glen and lookin’ down upon that accursed place. Too long have the Ralstones challenged us and for too long have we allowed them the upper hand. Nay more, nae after this. They may take my lands, burn my crofts, steal my cattle, but they have already taken something more precious than the whole kingdom from me, and I shall nae stand by and allow them to dae the same again,” he vowed, his fists clenched, a look of defiance coming over his face.
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        * * *

      

      The Ralstone castle loomed out of the mist, a grand and imposing edifice built upon a rocky outcrop and surrounded by trees. It seemed a bleak and lonely place, quite unlike the castle in the Glen Taetnire, and the sight of it caused Phoebe to shiver.

      

      “The Laird will be very pleased with his prize,” Andrew Ralstone said, smiling unpleasantly at Phoebe, as he pushed her along the path toward the gates.

      

      “My father will soon know of this. Even now, he will be plannin’ our rescue,” Bernard said.

      

      His hands had been bound, for he had fought and struggled against his captors, every bit as brave as his father.

      

      “The Laird, who couldnae protect his own clan against our attacks?” Andrew said, and Bernard snarled at him.

      

      “Attacks made by cowards,” he replied and spat upon the ground.

      

      “A feisty lad, but yer father will pay a pretty price for ye,” Andrew said, as they came to the gates of the castle.

      

      Above them, Phoebe could see two towers rising into the mist, guards stationed upon the battlements and a banner hanging still, for there was little breeze, though the air seemed chilly. The mist swirling all around.

      

      “What is to become of us? You have no right to do this. When my father hears of it, he shall …” Phoebe began, but the Ralstones only laughed.

      

      “When yer father hears of it, he will do nothin’ for what can he dae? An English Earl? We are nae scared of him,” Andrew said, as the gates swung ominously open.

      

      The courtyard was filled with cattle in pens and men and women about their duties. They eyed Phoebe and Bernard with suspicion, making way for Andrew and his soldiers, as they hurried their prizes toward a door into one of the towers.

      

      “What a terrible place,” Phoebe said, and Bernard slipped his hand into hers.

      

      “Daenae worry, Phoebe, my father will rescue us. Even now, I am certain that he and Stewart have a plan,” Bernard replied.

      

      “And in the meantime, we must wait and discover our fate,” Phoebe replied, looking at him with a heavy heart.

      

      Through the door, they were led into a long passageway, dimly lit by burning torches in brackets upon the wall. A smell of roasting meat wafted in the air, and voices echoed from behind a door at the end of the passageway, where Andrew Ralstone paused, listening for a moment before knocking loudly.

      

      “Ye may enter,” a voice called out, and Andrew beckoned to Phoebe and Bernard.

      

      “The Laird will see ye,” he said, and he pushed open the doors, revealing a large hall beyond, lined with paintings and tapestries, lit by candles on the trestle tables which ran the length of each wall.

      

      At the far end, beneath a large window, and surrounded by a dozen or so men, there sat a man who could only have been Hamish Ralstone himself. He was large, with a protruding stomach, dressed in a black tunic with a white sash, a stiff white collar at his neck, and a sword slung casually at his side. He wore a beard on his face, black and pointed into a curl, which gave him a menacing and unpleasant look.

      

      As they entered the hall, the Laird looked up, a smile playing across his face, before he began to laugh. The other clansmen joined him so that the hall echoed with their laughter. Fists banged onto the table, and applause ringing out, as the Laird stood and beckoned them forward. Phoebe held tight to Bernard’s hand, the two of them pushed toward the far end of the hall by Andrew, who whispered further threats to them.

      

      “Speak when ye are spoken to,” he said, as Phoebe and Bernard faced Hamish Ralstone defiantly.

      

      “Hail, Andrew, ye have brought me a pretty prize, or so it seems, what an unexpected pleasure this is,” he said, his voice soft and melting, menacing like a snake.

      

      “Ye will recognize the prize, Laird, we found them wanderin’ on the pass between the glens,” Andrew said, as the Laird stepped forward and began to examine Phoebe with interest.

      

      “The lad, aye, Bernard, he has grown since last I saw him, but this … now, this wouldnae be …?” he said, and Andrew nodded.

      

      “The new wife of Diarmad Moncreiffe, Lady Phoebe Howell, daughter of the Earl of Oxley and now mistress of Glen Taetnire,” Andrew said, his voice oozing self-satisfaction.

      

      “Well, well, well, ‘tis a pleasure to meet ye, Lady Howell, or Lady Moncreiffe, I suppose,” the Laird said, bowing his head ever so slightly.

      

      “You let us go. How dare you bring us here in such a manner and make threats against our persons,” Phoebe said, ignoring Andrew’s words, for she would speak when she wished.

      

      “Ye are in nay position to speak in such a manner,” the Laird said, his voice suddenly turning hard.

      

      “My father will …” Bernard began, but Hamish struck out his hand and caught Bernard across the cheek, causing him to fall silent.

      

      “Daenae speak of yer father,” he said, cursing under his breath.

      

      “What are we to dae with them, Laird? They are a pretty prize, but one which could cause trouble,” Andrew said, and the Laird nodded.

      

      “A trouble ye have brought to my hall, Andrew. But nay matter, ye have done well, for they shall fetch a tidy ransom, of that I am certain. ‘Tis a prize I have long hoped for,” he said, and his gaze rested upon Bernard.

      

      Phoebe looked at him, wondering what he could possibly want with Diarmad’s son, though no doubt extortion was his first intention.

      

      “I will die for my clan,” Bernard said, and the Laird laughed.

      

      “That will nae be necessary, so long as yer father does nae play the fool. Have chambers prepared for them, see to it that they are comfortable. But mind, Andrew, that they are always guarded and that the doors are kept locked. They shall be our guests here, but, if at point ye suspect treachery, then throw them into the dungeons. Have word sent to Glen Taetnire, inform Diarmad that his wife and … son, are guests of mine here in Glen Roche. If he wishes to see them alive again, then he shall surrender his lands into my possession and go into exile. Only then will they be released,” Hamish said, and he sat back down at the table, facing Phoebe and Bernard with a smile upon his face.

      

      “How dare you. You cannot expect my husband to agree to such terms. What right do you have? My father will not allow it,” Phoebe said, as Hamish began to laugh.

      

      “Yer father is an English Earl, and for too long, the English have sought to interfere in the affairs of this nation. Why even our King now plays to their merry tune. But nae here, nae in this glen. Yer father is of nay consequence to me, Lady Moncreiffe. Now, we shall talk again when ye can be reasonable,” the Laird replied, and he nodded his head, and the guards stepped forward.

      

      Phoebe and Bernard were led away, Phoebe’s heart filled with fear as to what would become of them. Hamish Ralstone was a cruel and unreasonable man. There was no doubting that, and Phoebe knew that Diarmad could never give up the lands he loved and see his people subject to a man like Hamish. Tears welled up in her eyes, and she began to sob, the guards laughing as they pushed her roughly along.

      

      “The Ralstones will have the upper hand,” Andrew said, as he led them up a sweeping staircase and along a galleried corridor above, with rooms opening on each side.

      

      “By cowardice? Extortion? Violence? That is how it seems,” Phoebe said, wiping the tears from her eyes.

      

      “We couldnae expect a woman like ye to understand. Our conflict has been long and bitter,” Andrew replied, pausing outside the far door along the corridor, as one of the men hurried to unlock it.

      

      “Murderers. That is what you are. The conflict is no fault of the Moncreiffes; it is thanks to your cowardly actions. And what of the Laird’s daughter? Was she murdered too for love?” Phoebe asked, and Andrew scowled.

      

      “Ye know nothin’ about it,” he said, as he pointed Phoebe and Bernard inside the room.

      

      It was sparsely furnished, a bed and two chairs, a small washstand, and a large chest, the only items of furniture. Andrew spoke no further, closing the door behind them, the key turning in the lock. Bernard flew to the window, trying to force it open, crying out in anger, before hurling himself at the door and banging his fists against it.

      

      “Peace, Bernard, you will only injure yourself. Come now, it is all right,” Phoebe said, and she caught hold of him, putting her arms around him and holding him close, as much for her own comfort as for his.

      

      “Curse this place. I should have protected you,” he said, but Phoebe shook her head and looked down at him, a smile upon her face.

      

      “You are only a boy, Bernard, as brave as you are, it is you who must be protected. Come now, there is nothing we can do but wait,” she said, crossing to the window and looking out.

      

      Beneath them, the castle wall fell some hundred feet to the rocky shore of the loch below. There could be no escape from there, only certain death if they attempted it. She, too, tried the door, which was firmly locked, the threats of a guard outside enough for her to know that it was futile even to attempt such a thing. They were prisoners, and until they learned differently, this was to be their home for the foreseeable future.

      

      “But why does he want us?” Bernard asked, sitting down with a heavy sigh in one of the chairs.

      

      “We are valuable prizes, and he knows that your father will do anything he can to secure our release,” Phoebe replied, sitting down opposite him.

      

      “I will nae allow it. I would rather die,” Bernard said, and Phoebe sighed.

      

      “We must do what we can, but I fear that escape is impossible. However, try not to be frightened, the Laird speaks of his strength, but it is surely an illusion. We have the King on our side, and I am certain that your father is doing all he can to mount a rescue,” Phoebe said, trying to sound far braver than she felt.

      

      In truth, she had a sense of despair about her, a brooding sense that disaster would befall them. How could Diarmad possibly rescue them, and even if he could, how would they escape? It all seemed so hopeless, and all they could now was wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      “I say we ride there tonight, muster all the men we can and burn that castle to the ground,” one of the men said, bringing his fist down hard upon the table.

      

      A murmur of agreement went up all around, and Diarmad breathed a heavy sigh, taking a sip of whisky and sitting back thoughtfully in his chair. He and his fellow clansmen had gathered in the great hall, an atmosphere of anger and disbelief prevailing. Word had soon spread of the capture of Phoebe and Bernard, though as yet, no word had come from the Ralstones to claim responsibility.

      

      “We have nae the men to take on such a task,” Stewart said, shaking his head sadly.

      

      “Have we become so weak that the Ralstones may take anything from us they wish?” the man continued, and again there came muttering from all sides.

      

      “To attack the Ralstones is to risk the lives of us all,” Diarmad said.

      

      “And we are ready to take that risk, Laird. ‘tis the very honor of our clan that is at stake. Yer own son is lost, yer wife too, the woman ye vowed to protect,” the man said.

      

      “Dae ye nae think I know that?” Diarmad cried, rising angrily from his chair, his hand going to his sword hilt.

      

      The hall fell silent as Diarmad now let out a deep breath and shook his head, turning away, shaking with anger.

      

      “We will find a way,” Stewart said.

      

      “I will nae see more blood spilt. An all-out assault upon the Ralstones is out of the question, nae with the men we have now. But we are nae without our friends. We shall first send word south to Oxley Manor. It pains my honor to dae so, but Phoebe’s father must know of this wickedness, and a message must be sent to the King’s garrison at Drumkiel. ‘tis only with the support of the King and his soldiers that we have any chance of defeatin’ the Ralstones and bringin’ this sorry affair to an end. Too long have we been at their mercy,” Diarmad said.

      

      “But it will take time for the garrison to send men to our aid,” Stewart said. “What of Phoebe and Bernard until then?”

      

      “I am nae about to leave them there, nae at the mercy of Hamish Ralstone. Nay, Stewart, it cannae be. But there are other ways and means, nae just the stormin’ of the walls,” Diarmad replied.

      

      “Then what dae ye propose, Laird?” Stewart asked, and Diarmad narrowed his eyes, the merest hint of a smile passing his lips.

      

      “I know the Ralstone castle better than its Laird might think,” he replied and began to explain his plan.
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        * * *

      

      “You must eat something, Bernard. A warrior is no use without his stomach full,” Phoebe said, pushing a bowl of soup toward Bernard, who folded his arms and shook his head.

      

      “How do we know ‘tis nae poisoned?” he replied, eyeing it suspiciously.

      

      “Because if it is poisoned, then Hamish Ralstone will lose his only assets. We are valuable prisoners, Bernard, and if Hamish were to have us killed, then he would lose the one thing which has given him an advantage over your father. Come now, eat something. It has not killed me,” Phoebe said, her empty bowl lying next to her.

      

      Reluctantly, Bernard took up a spoon and began to eat, making a face as he did so. Phoebe finished the last of a stale piece of bread, pondering as she chewed and gazed out of the window. They had been prisoners of the Ralstones for two days and kept locked away for the duration. A single guard had brought their food, another two standing watch outside in the corridor, and they had been given no indication of how long they would be held or if Diarmad had agreed to the Laird’s demands.

      

      “My father will know we are being held here now. Surely he is doing all he can to rescue us,” Bernard said, stirring the spoon around in the bowl, the watery soup congealing on the edges.

      

      “I am certain that he is, yes. But we must be patient. It will take some days for an army to be raised and for the march across the pass,” Phoebe replied.

      

      She had thought a great deal about, wondering if Diarmad could ever accept Hamish’s terms. To do so would be to admit total and utter defeat, the proud and noble clan of the Moncreiffes disappearing into the mists of history. But Phoebe knew that Diarmad could never give up his lands and title, not when he loved his people with such true devotion. He would find a way, surely, he would.

      

      At that moment, there came the turning of the key in the lock, and Phoebe turned, expecting to see the guard returning to take their empty bowls and plates away. But it was Andrew Ralstone who stood before them, and he beckoned them both toward him, a group of guards standing in the corridor behind. Phoebe rose from her place, wondering if now was the time of Diarmad’s decision, had he abandoned them to their fate?

      

      “Come with me; the Laird wishes to see ye,” Andrew said, and Phoebe glanced at Bernard.

      

      “We go nowhere but together,” she said, and Andrew nodded.

      

      “Aye, the Laird is keen to see ye both,” he replied, pointing toward the doorway and smiling.

      

      Phoebe took hold of Bernard’s hand, and the two of them followed Andrew out into the corridor and along the gallery, past paintings and portraits, down toward the great hall. It was late afternoon and the smell of the evening meal wafted up from the kitchens below as servants hurried back and forth at their duties. Hamish Ralstone sat in the great hall by a roaring fire, dogs sleeping at his feet, and he rose from his chair, beckoning them to sit opposite him as he did so.

      

      “Lady Moncreiffe and the Laird to be, I trust ye have found yer stay with us comfortable?” he said.

      

      “Intolerable,” Phoebe replied, though she would not give him the satisfaction of displaying her emotions.

      

      Phoebe had no wish to speak with him; he was a wicked man, one she had instantly despised, her anger rising against him.

      

      “Perhaps ye would prefer the dungeon?” he asked.

      

      “My father will rescue us. You see if he does nae,” Bernard replied, and Hamish began to laugh.

      

      “Yer father? I doubt that very much unless ye have the power to raise the dead, lad,” the Laird replied, and Phoebe let out a cry.

      

      “What do you mean? It cannot be true. You wicked man, how dare you speak of such a thing. My husband is not dead,” she cried, refusing to believe his words as tears welled up in her eyes.

      

      “I said nothin’ about yer husband, though I wish it were true,” the Laird replied, and Phoebe looked at him in astonishment.

      

      “You said that Bernard’s father was dead,” she replied, entirely confused by his words, as he shook his head and began to laugh.

      

      “Ah, now, it makes sense, but I would have thought he might have told ye. I did think it strange when the lad here spoke of his father the other day, but then it dawned upon me. He has lied to ye, lied to ye both,” the Laird said, as Bernard and Phoebe looked at one another in disbelief.

      

      “Lied about what? My father is nay liar, ye take that back,” Bernard said, and he sprang forward, as though he meant to attack the Laird, but Andrew caught him, pushing him forcefully back into the chair and holding him there as Hamish rose and began to pace in front of the fire.

      

      “Aye, a spirited lad, just like his father, but yer father is nae Diarmad Moncreiffe, nay. Though I am surprised he told ye such a lie, and I wonder when he had the intent of revealin’ the truth to ye,” Hamish continued.

      

      “You are the liar. Why should we trust you?” Phoebe said, convinced that the Laird was playing games, attempting to turn them against Diarmad for his own wicked ends.

      

      “Because I am Bernard’s grandfather,” the Laird said, turning to them both with a smile upon his face, “and if ye wish to live, Lady Moncreiffe, ye will heed my words.”
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        * * *

      

      For a moment, Phoebe could not speak, so shocked was she by this astonishing revelation. But slowly, the truth began to dawn, and she stared at Hamish open-mouthed as Bernard shook his head in disbelief.

      

      “‘Tis nae true,” he said, but the Laird only smiled.

      

      “Yer father is the man buried upon the pass above the glens, and yer mother was my daughter, Elizabeth. She died in childbirth bearin’ ye, a tragedy for which I shall never cease to blame the man who was yer father, nor for that matter ye yerself. Ah, but she was enchanted by him, swept away in the passions of young love. There was nothin’ I could dae to prevent it, even though I tried. I forbade her from seein’ him, forbade the two of them from knowin’ one another, but lust and passion are powerful forces, and it wasnae enough to protect her from what happened,” the Laird said, shaking his head.

      

      “But what is Diarmad’s role in this? If this is true, then how did Bernard come to Glen Taetnire?” Phoebe asked, and the Laird sighed.

      

      “Yer husband thought the child to be a Moncreiffe and should be raised in such a manner. He stole him from the castle in the dead of night while we mourned the loss of my daughter. His friendship with the crown has been enough to keep him safe,” Hamish replied, scowling at Phoebe and turning his back to the fire.

      

      Phoebe was confused. It was an astonishing revelation, and she felt hurt that Diarmad had not trusted her enough to tell her. Bernard, too seemed utterly distraught, and he shook his head, muttering that it could not be true.

      

      “I didnae know my mother. My father never spoke of her,” Bernard whispered.

      

      “Because yer father was dead. But Diarmad Moncreiffe wished to play at being a father to ye, and it seems that he has lied to ye all. He must have sworn his clansmen to the secret,” the Laird said, shaking his head.

      

      “And so you now seek the revenge you have always wanted, by using your own grandson as a taunt. How happy you must have been when we fell into your hands,” Phoebe said, understanding now just how valuable she and Bernard truly were.

      

      “The lad means nothin’ to me; if it were nae for him, then my daughter would still be alive. He and his father are responsible for her death,” the Laird said.

      

      “He is a child. You cannot blame him. Do you not see your own daughter in him? Where is your heart?” Phoebe cried.

      

      She could feel nothing but disgust and loathing for Hamish Ralstone. Not only had he denied the love between his daughter and Diarmad’s brother, a love which could have brought peace, but now he threatened his own grandson with death if the man who had diligently cared for him did not renounce his lands and title.

      

      “My heart was broken with the death of Elizabeth. What can ye know of it?” the Laird replied.

      

      “I have known heartbreak too,” Phoebe replied, thinking back to Renoir, “but I would not seek such an act of revenge for it. You are a coward when Diarmad only sought to do what was right. No doubt, he knew you had no love for Bernard and sought only to protect the child from the inevitability of misery. He has been nothing but a good and faithful father to him; everything his own father would surely have been,” Phoebe said.

      

      “And a liar too. All these years, I believed that Bernard would know the truth, and it seemed only reasonable to think that ye too would have known the truth, Lady Moncreiffe. Or are secrets commonplace in marriage?” the Laird asked, turning to her, his eyes narrowing.

      

      “What my husband chooses to tell me is his own business,” Phoebe replied.

      

      “Then let us see if he chooses to see ye rescued,” the Laird said. “Take them away,” and he turned to Andrew.

      

      “You will not turn us against him,” Phoebe said, but the Laird only scowled.

      

      “And ye are nae my grandfather,” Bernard said, as he took Phoebe by the hand, and they were led away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      “Cowards! Curse the name of Ralstone,” Diarmad cried out, pacing up and down before the fire in the great hall.

      

      He had just received the messenger from the Ralstones who had informed him of what he and the rest of the clan had already suspected, that Phoebe and Bernard were being held against their will by Hamish Ralstone. But it was the terms of their release which now roused his anger further, and Diarmad wished only to enact bloody revenge, wishing he had done so many years before.

      

      “We cannae agree to these terms,” Stewart said.

      

      “I have nay intention of agreein’ to them, Stewart. What he asks is beyond reason. To give up my lands and titles, to go into exile, I wouldnae hear of it. The man has nay right to make such demands of me, to use my son as bait and my wife as a bargainin’ tool. I will see to it that he is made to pay,” Diarmad replied.

      

      Riders had been dispatched south to Oxley Manor and east to the garrison at Drumkiel, but help was still several days away, and Diarmad could not bear to sit idly by and wait for further news. To give up his lands and titles was out of the question, but to see the threats against Bernard and Phoebe carried out would be more than he could bear. Diarmad was determined to rescue them come what may, even if it meant his own life in exchange for theirs.

      

      “We all will, Laird, Stewart replied.

      

      “But I cannae wait until reinforcements arrive; I must go as we discussed,” Diarmad said, for he would not see Phoebe and Bernard held a moment longer, and his frustration now gave rise to a grim determination.

      

      Diarmad would go to the castle of the Ralstones that very night and come what may, he would see Phoebe and Bernard released.

      

      “Then I shall come with ye,” Stewart said, but Diarmad shook his head.

      

      “Nay, Stewart. Yer loyalty is unquestionable, but yer task is to remain here, rally the men, and when reinforcements arrive, ye are to ride with all haste to Glen Roche and reign down our revenge upon the Ralstones, dae ye understand?” Diarmad said, and Stewart nodded.

      

      “Aye, Laird. But ye and I have fought many a battle together; we have faced danger together so often. To think of allowin’ ye to go alone, it troubles my heart,” Stewart said, sighing deeply.

      

      “Yer place is here, for if I am killed or taken captive, then ye must lead our clan to victory,” Diarmad said.

      

      “Daene speak like that, Laird. Ye will prevail. If all is still as ye say, it is then God’s speed to ye,” Stewart replied, and Diarmad nodded.

      

      That afternoon, the hours seemed to stretch endlessly out as Diarmad waited for the cover of darkness. He ate a simple supper of bread and cheese, warming himself by the fire, as the moon rose through the windows of the great hall, casting its milky light across the silent chairs and tables.

      

      “‘Tis time now,” Diarmad said, as Stewart came to attend him.

      

      “There is still nay word from the garrison at Drumkiel. Will the King support us in our time of need?” Stewart asked, and Diarmad nodded.

      

      “We have shown nothin’ but loyalty to his majesty these years past, Stewart. When other clans have risen up against him or caused trouble for the crown’s estate, it has been we that have rallied to his cause. Nay, the King is our friend, as we are his. He has long wished for a solution to the problem of the Ralstones, but to take sovereign lands without reason would cause rebellion. He knows that. Here, we give him reason to dae so,” Diarmad replied, rising from his chair, the dogs following him loyally from the great hall.

      

      The night was cold but starry and bright, the moon sitting round and full above the mountains, casting a pale light across the trees and loch. A horse was waiting, the stable boy holding Diarmad’s sword in its hilt and a helmet.

      

      “Open the gates for the Laird,” Stewart called out, and the gates swung creakily open.

      

      “I will take the horse as far as I can and then make my way on foot. Come as swiftly as ye can, but nae without enough men to make this fight a fair one,” Diarmad said, as he climbed into the saddle and fastened his sword belt around his waist.

      

      “And I will nae persuade ye to let me come with ye?” Stewart asked, and Diarmad shook his head.

      

      “Nay, ye will dae as I command ye, Stewart. See to it that this clan has a leader. Farewell, until we meet again,” Diarmad said, and with a cry, he rode out of the gates, as the clansmen gathered to bid farewell to their Laird and master, knowing that he rode into the lion’s den.
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        * * *

      

      “And your father kept his secret all these years?” Phoebe said as the door closed behind them, and the key turned in the lock.

      

      “I didnae know. Μy father is my father …” he said, sounding confused, “I mean … Diarmad …,” Bernard said, shaking his head as he slumped into one of the chairs.

      

      Phoebe crossed to the window and looked out across the loch. The mist had cleared that day, and she could see as far as the wooded shores of the opposite side, where several small dwellings clung to the water’s edge. Rain was in the air, and a draft blew through a gap in the window ledge, causing her to shiver. She pulled across the curtain and turned back into the room, grateful for the small fire kindled in the hearth, which gave a little warmth after the coldness of the Laird’s words.

      

      “I believe he is telling the truth, as much as it pains me to hear it,” Phoebe said, and Bernard looked up, tears in his eyes.

      

      “It does nae change anything for I am still a Moncreiffe, just like my father … whoever he is,” he replied.

      

      “Your father is the man who raised you, who took care of you, who loves you,” Phoebe replied, for she could see that Bernard was growing more and more agitated by the moment, his hands shaking, tears in his eyes.

      

      “I cannae be a Ralstone, I cannae be,” Bernard said. “I hate them. I hate the Laird. I wish he were dead!”

      

      “That man may be your grandfather by blood, Bernard, but he is no grandfather to you. He is nothing to you. Do not listen to his words of blame. You are not responsible for your mother’s death and to hold you in such contempt is merely to show the kind of man he is. A coward and one not worthy of your interest, let alone your affection,” Phoebe said.

      

      “But why did my father nae tell me this? It wouldnae have changed anythin’ for I am his son, a son of the clan Moncreiffe, and proud of it. I would die for my clan,” Bernard said, and Phoebe sighed.

      

      “I know you would, and I cannot answer that question, Bernard. All I can say is that your father loves you. He will always love you and will do all he can to rescue us, I am certain of it,” she said.

      

      But in her own mind, Phoebe had begun to wonder about Diarmad, wonder what other secrets he had kept from her. She had forgiven him for keeping hidden the very existence of a son, for she herself had kept hidden her affair with Renoir. But to discover the truth behind the boy’s paternity and the way in which Diarmad had hidden that truth, not only from her but the child as well, raised questions as to what else he might be hiding. Would other secrets emerge, or fresh ones be created? She remembered his promise to take care of her, but could she really live with such lies?

      

      “And what if he cannae?” Bernard replied.

      

      “You believed it most passionately. You must keep that faith, Bernard, for both our sakes,” she replied, and with a sigh, she sat down by the fire.
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        * * *

      

      The horse was struggling on the mountain path, and Diarmad dismounted, leading it toward a tree next to the stream, which ran parallel to the path, tying it there for Stewart to collect later. The rest of his journey would be on foot, and Diarmad marched determinedly up the path toward the mountain pass, the moonlight guiding his way across the rocks.

      

      As he approached his brother’s grave, he paused, his hand going to his sword hilt, and he drew the weapon, kneeling by the simple cairn and bowing his head. Diarmad missed his brother dearly, for the two had been as much friends as brothers, bound not by blood but kinship too, a bond which ran deep.

      

      “I will bring him home. I will bring them both home,” he whispered, placing his hand upon the grave and sighing.

      

      With a heavy heart, Diarmad made his way through the rocky mountain pass and down toward Glen Roche below. These woodlands ran along the lochside, appearing dark and eerie in the night, the only light coming from the moon and the tiniest flame, visible in the castle courtyard of the Ralstones across the water.

      

      But Diarmad’s object was not the castle itself, and he made his way down toward the tree line, entering the cover of the woodlands and creeping silently toward the shore of the loch. It was a path he knew well, though it had been many years since last he had traversed it, and never had he done so alone.

      

      It was this way that he and his brother had often taken on their secret visits to Elizabeth Ralstone, the fair and beautiful maiden with whom Robert Moncreiffe had fallen in love, a love which had deadly consequences. There had been a time when this path had been a place of carefree dreams and hopes for the future, the promise of peace between the clans the prize for the love which Robert and Elizabeth had shared.

      

      But the jealousy and bitterness of Elizabeth’s father had put an end to it, and he had forbidden his daughter from having anything to do with the young Moncreiffe. That should have been the end of it, but Diarmad’s brother had never known when to leave well enough alone, and the secret rendezvous between he and Elizabeth had continued.

      

      Diarmad had warned his brother, knowing the terrible consequences if he persisted. Still, it had been to no avail, and the last time that Diarmad had made this journey was for the sad task of bringing Bernard home to his family, one in which he would never know the love of his true father. Now, Diarmad arrived at the water’s edge, looking out toward the castle beyond, praying that once again, he would find Bernard alive and well.
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        * * *

      

      Dawn was breaking when Diarmad arrived in sight of the village, which clung to the edge of the loch, the crofts built amongst the trees and jutting out on short platforms into the water so that the fishing boats might be easily launched onto the loch. He took shelter in a small cave, one which he and his brother had often used on their forays to the Ralstone castle, pulling branches and foliage across the entrance so that he might be sheltered from view.

      

      There he passed a tolerable day, sleeping and eating the meager rations which he had brought with him, waiting for darkness to fall. Down below, he could see the comings and goings of the villagers. Small boats launched out onto the water and fish hauled with nets, the smell of woodsmoke in the air as the villagers prepared their catch for market. But Diarmad found his mind fixed upon Phoebe and Bernard, ever peering out across the waters toward the castle and wondering as to their fate.

      

      When he had discovered the truth about Phoebe’s disappearance, he had at first been angry, anger at the audacity of Hamish Ralstone to take what was his. But that anger had gradually been replaced by a sense of loss and heartache. He missed Phoebe terribly, his heart longing to see her again, to feel her touch, and to possess her. He loved her, a love which grew stronger with each passing moment, one he longed to see reciprocated. How he wished to tell her of his feelings, to know if she could ever feel the same, and fall in love with him as he had with her.

      

      As nightfall came, the only light came from small fires dotted around the village and the lights of the castle across the water. Diarmad stole out from his hiding place and made his way quietly through the trees toward the water’s edge. There, moored in a row, lay the fishing boats, bobbing gently on the surface. The wind had dropped, and the waters lay calm and clear beyond. Diarmad waited, listening for the last sounds of the villagers as they made their way to bed. He crept along the wooden jetty, keeping low until he was next to the boats, slipping into the first one and cutting the cord, which secured it to a pole driven into the loch bed below.

      

      The boat drifted gently out onto the water, and Diarmad lay low, fishing nets pulled up over him. If the boat were spotted near the shore, then the villagers would think it had drifted and seek to retrieve it, but if they saw him rowing, then they would not think twice but to attack, a volley of musket fire enough to sink the boat and send Diarmad to a watery grave.

      

      But no shouts came from the shore, and when the boat had drifted far out into the loch, Diarmad peered cautiously up. He had come half a mile or so out into the water, the full length of the loch now visible on both sides. Above him, the mountains towered, the moon only half-revealed above, shadows cast upon the water. He would use the cover of darkness to approach the castle, praying that the old way taken by him and his brother remained.

      

      The Ralstone castle was built upon a rocky outcrop so that rather than being built, it appeared almost to have grown from the shore of the loch. Beneath it, a series of cellars had been carved out, and moorings placed so that goods could be rowed along the loch, the castle walls providing an impenetrable barrier beyond. It was this way Diarmad and his brother had often approached the castle, making their way across the loch in the dead of night to be met by Elizabeth at the cellar doors.

      

      But that was many years ago, and now, Diarmad could think only of rescuing Phoebe and Bernard, the three of them making their escape as quickly as possible. Diarmad had thought little of the next stage of his plan, and, as he came toward the rocky mooring point, he looked up at the castle above with trepidation, tying the boat up and jumping with a splash into the shallow waters, his hand upon his sword-hilt.

      

      The cellar door was as he remembered it, though it appeared it had been little used in recent years. Its hinges were rusted and the wood rotten. Diarmad wedged his shoulder against it, pushing so that the door gave way with a splintering crash. The sound echoed around the shoreline, and Diarmad felt certain that someone would have heard it as he hurried into the pitch-black cellar beyond.

      

      With the moonlight gone, Diarmad could only pick his way, trying to remember the route which led beneath the castle and up to the kitchens. In days gone by, he would wait for Robert in the kitchen storerooms, helping himself to all manner of good things to eat and drink, but now, as he came to the flight of steps leading to the kitchens above, he paused, listening for any sounds in the darkness.

      

      It was late now, and Diarmad could hear nothing, a silence so deafening that the scurry of a mouse in some distant corner caused him to startle. Slowly, he crept up the steps, opening the door into the kitchens, where the last of the fire burned in the hearth, and a lingering smell of roasting meat hung in the air. He paused there, helping himself to some bread left discarded on the side, before hurrying to the kitchen door, intending to search the castle whilst its occupants were in their beds.

      

      He was certain that a guard would be patrolling, as it did in the castle of the Moncreiffes, and Diarmad kept his ears open, listening for the march of footsteps or any sound which would suggest he was not alone. Only twice had he been further than the kitchen storeroom, but he knew that Elizabeth’s former chambers lay several floors above, on a gallery lined with pictures and portraits, and it was there that he made his way first, creeping up the stairs, his sword poised and ready.

      

      There was no sign of anyone there. The corridor lay in darkness, and Diarmad felt his whole body tense as he stepped upon a creaking floorboard, the sound seeming to echo all around him. He shrank back into the shadows, imagining that at any moment, the doors all along the corridor would fly open, revealing an army of Ralstone men. But no such thing occurred, and he was about to make his way up to the next floor when a sound caused him to pause.

      

      Voices were coming from above, and Diarmad hurriedly retreated, hiding behind a large chest, just as footsteps came clattering down the stairs. If he had not taken a moment to examine the corridor, then there would have been no chance for escape, and he breathed a sigh of relief, listening as the two men passed within inches of his hiding places.

      

      “The Laird cannae hold them forever, and he is a fool if he thinks that Moncreiffe will stand by and allow it, or more so if he thinks he will give up his lands and titles without a fight,” one of the men was saying.

      

      “The Laird is callin’ Moncreiffe’s bluff; he wouldnae kill his own grandson. If ye ask me, the Laird is playin’ a dangerous game. The King will nae stand for any more disobedience; our Laird makes himself a monarch in his own glen, but for how much longer?” the other man asked.

      

      “‘Tis nae our place to questions the Laird, only to dae his biddin’ and see the prisoners are guarded,” came the reply.

      

      “Aye, and I am fed up with it. Let Bethnal and Bram guard them for the rest of the night. Come, let us away to our beds, a dram of whisky first though,” the other said, and Diarmad breathed a sigh of relief as their footsteps echoed down the stairs.

      

      He crept out of his hiding place, listening for any other sounds, and when he heard nothing, he made his way up the stairs, intent on finding Phoebe and Bernard. As he came to the top, Diarmad could hear the sound of snoring, and he peered from the stairwell, seeing the fluttering light of a candle at the far end of the corridor. Two men were sat there, one fast asleep, the other with his head back, leaning on his chair.

      

      Diarmad would have the element of surprise, certain that this was where Phoebe and Bernard were being kept. Why else would two guards be stationed in an otherwise quiet corridor at the top of the castle? Diarmad waited, listening for the sounds of the other man falling asleep, which surely he soon would do. In a few moments, there came the sound of gentle snoring, rhythmically joined to that of the other man, and Diarmad crept forward, his hand upon his sword hilt, ready to strike.

      

      As he approached, his foot creaked upon a floorboard, causing the lighter sleeper to awake, springing to his feet in dazed confusion, his chair flying back, as he fumbled for his sword. But in an instant, Diarmad was upon him, striking the man down before he had a chance to attack, the second man now roused from his slumber and equally as startled.

      

      “Enough,” Diarmad said, unlock the door and make nay sound, else it shall be the worse for ye,” and the man fumbled in his pocket for the keys.
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        * * *

      

      Phoebe awoke with a start, the sound of a commotion out in the corridor causing her to sit bolt upright up in the bed, listening through the darkness. The fire had died low in the hearth, and she had extinguished their candles before she and Bernard had taken to their bed. Now, she shook him awake, listening to the sound of voices out in the corridor.

      

      “Bernard, wake up. Listen,” she said, as Bernard rolled sleepily over.

      

      “What … I cannae …” he began, but then he sat up, as the sound of Diarmad’s voice came clearly from the corridor.

      

      “Unlock the door and make nay sound, else it shall be the worse for ye,” Phoebe heard him say, and her heart leaped with joy.

      

      She scrambled out of bed, fumbling with the tinder box and striking a match to light the candle, as the key was turned in the lock.

      

      “Father, you came for us,” Bernard cried, as Diarmad pushed the guard roughly through, his face illuminated in the candlelight.

      

      “Of course, I did, son. I wouldnae leave ye here,” he said, pushing the guard roughly toward the window.

      

      “Diarmad, we have been so worried. Have you come with a force? Is the castle taken? We heard nothing of an attack,” Phoebe said, imagining that Diarmad had come at the head of an army and that perhaps her father too was with him. But it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered except him, and he was standing here, in front of her, ready to rescue her. Instinctively she flung her arms around him and kissed him on the lips, blushing in her excitement at seeing him before her. It was a sweet and innocent kiss, one of those that were exchanged between old lovers, who knew that what they have created cannot be shattered by anyone.

      

      “‘Tis only I, Phoebe. I have come alone, but quickly now. We daenae have much time. We must escape now before we are discovered,” Diarmad said, seeming a little taken aback by her forwardness as he ushered them out into the corridor.

      

      Phoebe and Bernard hurried out of the door, and Diarmad locked it behind them, leaving the guard as a prisoner in their place.

      

      “But how did you know where to find us? How did you get in?” Phoebe asked.

      

      “There will be time for all that later, Phoebe. Come now, we must get to the kitchens. This way, ye must follow me,” Diarmad said, taking her by the hand and ushering her to the end of the corridor, Bernard following behind.

      

      It all happened so fast that Phoebe was in something of a daze. How grateful she was to him for coming to their rescue, and yet she could not see him in the same light as before, desperate to speak with him about the secret he had neglected to reveal. But despite these questions, one thing remained, and that was the love which had grown in her heart, a love she could not rid herself from, how she had missed him, how her heart had longed for him, desperate to see him again.

      

      “You have come alone, at such risk to yourself,” she said, and he nodded.

      

      “And I would dae so again. I was nae about to lose ye and Bernard as I lost my brother,” he said, as they hurried down the stairs together.

      

      At the bottom, Diarmad paused, listening intently, but there was no sign or sound of the guard, no clattering footsteps of a patrol, or voices from the great hall. He beckoned them to follow him, leading them along a corridor which sloped downward, lit by remnants of several flaming torches and which Phoebe presumed led to the kitchens. At the end, he turned to them, raising his hand, and took a deep breath.

      

      “But how are we to escape? Surely this way leads only to the kitchens and the cellars?” she said, and Diarmad shook his head.

      

      “Nay, lass, ‘tis the way … the way that Robert and I would often sneak into the castle, a door leads from cellars to the lochside. I have a small boat there. We shall row to safety, though we are nae out of danger yet,” he said, and beckoning them forward, he pushed open the door, leading them to freedom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      As the kitchen door creaked open, Phoebe held her breath, every sound and step appearing as another danger. She admired Diarmad for his bravery, though his words regarding Robert had brought back thoughts of their unfinished business. But now was not the time to speak of such things, for there would be an opportunity for an explanation when they were safe. Now, she followed him into the kitchen, Bernard hurrying behind.

      

      The remnants of a fire burned in the hearth, and the smell of stale cooking filled the air; food lay discarded over the tables, and piles of crockery and dirty pans stood waiting to be washed. It seemed that the Laird had feasted that night, and Phoebe pictured the anger upon his face when he discovered their escape. But she would shed no tears for him, anxious never to see a Ralstone so long as she lived.

      

      “‘Tis this way, hurry now,” Bernard said, pointing toward a door at the far end of the kitchens.

      

      “The birds are in flight, I see,” a voice from the shadows said, and in a moment, the three of them found themselves surrounded, as Hamish Ralstone stepped forward, his sword drawn and a menacing look upon his face.

      

      Candles were hastily lit and the ambush complete, as a dozen men seized hold of them, dragging Diarmad to one side and catching Bernard, who once again struggled valiantly.

      

      “Let us go, ye dog,” Diarmad said as his sword was pulled from its hilt, and he was pushed to the ground, kneeling before Hamish, who shook his head and laughed.

      

      “Did ye nae think I didnae know of yer little way inside this castle? I am nay fool, Diarmad. I expected as much, for ye have always been headstrong and foolish,” Hamish said.

      

      “Far better than weak and cowardly. I am surprised ye even roused yerself from yer bed to make yer hidin’ place here,” Diarmad said, and he spat upon the floor with disgust.

      

      “I have bided my time, and now I have the three most valuable prisoners that the Moncreiffes can give me. What a pretty prize, and I am certain that yer clan will agree to anythin’ now,” Hamish said, and he struck Diarmad around the face, sending him reeling to the ground.

      

      Phoebe let out a cry, rushing forward before the guards could catch hold of her and helping Diarmad struggle to his feet.

      

      “How touchin’ to see such a display of affection. Ye have chosen yer wife well,” Hamish said, as Phoebe clung to Diarmad, the two of them facing Hamish defiantly.

      

      “And what would ye know of such things, Hamish Ralstone? Only bitterness and regret stalk yer halls,” Diarmad said, still scowling at Hamish, his arm around Phoebe as he spoke.

      

      “I will deal with ye in the mornin’, but for now ye will find yerself locked away. This time, my hospitality will nae be so comfortin’ for ye shall be thrown into the dungeons. All of ye,” Hamish said, and pointing to the kitchen door, the guards seized them again and dragged them away.

      

      There was no use in struggling, for a dozen men, with swords drawn, now escorted them along the corridors and passageways of the castle, down into its very depths. It was cold there, the walls damp and rats scuttling in the dark corners. They were led to a cell at the end of a row, the door of iron bars, unlocked by a gaoler with a great key. The three of them were pushed inside, and Andrew Ralstone closed the door behind them, standing triumphantly with a wicked smile upon his face.

      

      “And so, the game is complete. What fortune I had upon the mountain pass when two of the birds came home to roost. But the bird will always seek its mate, and how wise was our Laird to allow ye, Diarmad, to come right to us. We saw yer boat, even in the shadows, heard the splash of oars and allowed ye to walk into our trap. Ye are a fool,” he said, shaking his head.

      

      “Better a fool than a Ralstone, better a fool than a murderer like yer Laird. I should rather die with my honor intact than be a servant in this house as ye are,” Diarmad replied.

      

      “Silence, ponder yer words as the night draws on, for it may well be yer last,” Andrew said, and with that, he and the others marched back along the row of cells, the light of the lamps now gone, leaving Phoebe, Diarmad, and Bernard in darkness.

      

      “I cannae see anythin’ now, father,” Bernard said, and Phoebe reached out to try and find him.

      

      Instead, she found Diarmad, and he pulled her to him, his arms tightly around her.

      

      “‘Tis all right, lad, ye need nae see anythin’ for there is nothin’ to see except the misery of a dark and dank prison cell,” Diarmad said.

      

      “I am so grateful to you for coming, yet so sorry too, for what hope have we now?” Phoebe said, clinging to Diarmad, her heart filled with despair.

      

      “There is still hope, lass. I promise ye, but we must be strong. Hamish will nae kill us; he knows his position is weak and that we still have an advantage over him,” Hamish replied.

      

      “Bernard has been ever so brave,” Phoebe said.

      

      “I should expect nothin’ less of him. He is a Moncreiffe,” Diarmad said, and Phoebe let out a sigh.

      

      “Diarmad …,” she began.

      

      “Hamish says I am nae a Moncreiffe, father, that I am his grandson,” Bernard said, and Phoebe felt Diarmad stiffen and take a sharp, short breath, as though the words cut through him like a knife.

      

      “He told ye that …” Diarmad said, and Phoebe tightened her embrace.

      

      “He told us a great deal, Diarmad,” Phoebe said.

      

      “Like what? What has the fiend told ye? That I am nae fit to be Bernard’s father? What dae ye believe, son?” Diarmad said, letting go of Phoebe and staggering back, the wound of this betrayal seeming like a final blow in a bitter struggle.

      

      “Ye are my father; it does nae matter to me, ‘tis ye I look at as my father, nay one else. I am nay Ralstone,” Bernard replied.

      

      “Nay Bernard, ye are nay Ralstone, ye are a Moncreiffe, and the past makes nay difference. That is what I vowed. I will tell ye the truth, though this is nae the time I wished to dae so. But tell me, both of ye, what is it that Hamish told ye, for he is capable of both lies and honesty, I am certain,” Diarmad said.

      

      Despite the lateness of the hour and the terrible ordeal they had been put through, Phoebe found herself feeling wide awake, and she recounted all that Hamish had told them, with Bernard filling in the occasional detail and correcting her when she made a mistake. Though she could not see the expression upon Diarmad’s face, she imagined it to be one of deep emotion, of anger and regret, and, as she came to the end of her tale, she paused, reaching out to slip her hand into his.

      

      “You kept these secrets from us both, though I cannot blame you for doing so. Perhaps I would have done the same,” she said, and he put his arms around her, gently caressing her soft cheek in the darkness.

      

      “All that I did was done to keep Bernard safe. Ye have seen for yerselves what kind of life it would have been for him here, nay life at all,” Diarmad said.

      

      But Phoebe wanted to know more; she wanted him to be sorry for his lies, for she knew that one lie could only lead to another. There must be no secrets between them, not if they were to have a future together. But just as she was about to question him further, there came a sound from above, echoing down into the dungeons, a sound which brought joy to their hearts.

      

      “Is that …?” Bernard began.

      

      “Pipes and drums,” Diarmad replied, and Phoebe laughed out loud.

      

      “The King?” she said.

      

      “His garrison, aye, and yer father too, perhaps,” Diarmad said, and he rushed to the cell door, the three of them now listening intently.

      

      Soon, it became clear that the sounds of battle were above them, the sound of musket fire and the clash of metal upon metal. A battering noise echoed through the castle, the splintering of the gates reverberating through the dungeons.

      

      “We shall be free,” Phoebe cried, as she and Diarmad stood side by side at the cell door.

      

      They listened intently, the sounds of the fight going on above, unable to tell who had the upper hand.

      

      “I ordered Stewart to ride with all haste when the King’s garrison arrived. Hamish Ralstone will nae dare to challenge the crown, surely,” Diarmad said, as footsteps could be heard clattering into the dungeons and shouts came from along the row of cells.

      

      “Help!” Phoebe cried, “we are down here,” but Diarmad caught her arm.

      

      “Our foes may still wish to see the end of the birds,” he whispered, but it was too late, and now the clattering of soldiers came toward them, as further shouts and orders were given from afar.

      

      “Laird, ‘tis I. ‘Tis Stewart,” a voice came through the darkness, and both Diarmad and Phoebe let out a sigh of relief.

      

      “The far cell, Stewart. We are here,” Diarmad cried, and in a moment, they were free.

      

      Lamps had been brought, casting light into the gloomy dungeon. Phoebe blinked; her eyes had become accustomed to the darkness as Stewart embraced Diarmad before beckoning Phoebe and Bernard to follow him.

      

      “Come now. I think ye shall be pleased with what ye see, Laird, for it seems we have arrived just in time. I have yer sword here, Hamish Ralstone was reluctant to give it up, but with gentle persuasion, he did so,” Stewart said, handing Diarmad his sword, the party now making its way from the dungeons and up into the castle above.

      

      There, chaos and confusion reigned. It was clear that Hamish and his men had been caught by surprise in the attack, and soldiers of the Moncreiffe clan, along with those of the King’s garrison, were leading bewildered Ralstone clansmen into captivity. No longer did they resist, for it was clear that the combined forces of Diarmad and the King’s men had been more than a match for the poor defenses of Hamish and his clan.

      

      Stewart led them through the castle and into the great hall, where just a few days previously, Phoebe and Bernard had been subject to the taunts and insults of the Laird. Now, he stood by the hearth, guarded by a dozen men, stripped of his sword, and appearing as a broken man. As they entered, he turned and scowled, spitting on the floor and cursing under his breath.

      

      “And how the tables have turned, Hamish,” Diarmad said, stepping forward, his hand upon his sword-hilt.

      

      “They may have changed, but I still face an enemy, for I shall make nay surrender to ye,” Hamish said.

      

      “I have waited a long time for this moment to come, but I will hear what ye have to say in yer own words,” Diarmad said, and Hamish shook his head.

      

      “I have nothin’ to say to ye. By what right dae ye dae this?” he said.

      

      “By the King’s right, for ye are a murderer and for too long have ye terrorized these lands hereabouts,” Diarmad said, advancing angrily toward him.

      

      “A murderer? Is that what ye think? For burnin’ yer crofts, when yer clan infringes upon my lands,” Hamish said, as the two of them faced one another defiantly.

      

      “Ye know full well what murder I speak of. Ye have admitted as much to Phoebe and to Bernard, the murder of my brother, the man who loved yer daughter and would have married her if it were nae for yer bitter jealousy. What right did ye have to stand in their way?” Diarmad cried.

      

      “I had every right. A mongrel dog marryin’ my daughter and stakin’ his claim to my lands. Nay, I wouldnae have it. Yer brother met his end because he didnae know when to stand back. I gave him every chance to dae so. I warned him. I warned her. But when she fell with child, I had nay choice. Ye would have done the same, Diarmad Moncreiffe,” Hamish said, and Diarmad drew his sword in anger, rushing toward Hamish, who fell back.

      

      “No, stop it,” Phoebe cried, rushing forward and staying Diarmad’s hand, just as he raised it to strike Hamish a deadly blow.

      

      “This is my revenge!” Diarmad cried, but Phoebe pulled him back.

      

      “A life for a life is not worth it, Diarmad. It will not bring your brother back, and it will teach Bernard nothing about mercy and the rule of law. Let this man be punished by his rightful judge, who sees all and knows all, for surely he will face the wrath of judgment day. And before that, he shall face the wrath of the King. Hand him over, for you are better than this. To kill an unarmed man to satisfy your desire for revenge is no satisfaction at all. You will surely regret it,” Phoebe said, and Diarmad turned to her, breathing heavily, a sorrowful expression upon his face.

      

      “He killed my brother for nothing else but love, his revenge for a death my brother had nay part in. He loved Elizabeth, and he mourned her when she died and would have done so all his life,” Diarmad said.

      

      “Then his death is but a small consolation for what his sufferings as could have been,” Phoebe replied, glancing at Hamish, who still cowered upon the floor of the great hall.

      

      “There will be nay more death this day,” Diarmad said, sheathing his sword and scowling at Hamish, who now staggered to his feet.

      

      “Ye should have done so, Diarmad,” Hamish said, shaking his head.

      

      “Phoebe is right. Yer death would have done nothin’ to bring back my brother, for I shall hold his memory dear to me forever. And, for the sake of memory, I shall ensure that Bernard knows of his mother too, who loved him to the point of death. ‘Tis a great pity that his grandfather couldnae find room in his heart for the one thing which might have reminded him of what he had lost. But now, Hamish Ralstone, ye have lost it all, just as ye tried to take all I have from me,” Diarmad said, and with a wave of his hand, he ordered the disgraced Laird to be taken away.

      

      “What is to become of him, father?” Bernard asked as Hamish was dragged toward the dungeons.

      

      “The King will see to him. But we shall have nay more trouble from the Ralstones. Their lands will be seized, this castle will raise the royal standard, and the good people of our clan will live in peace and safety, without fear of attack,” Diarmad said, and he smiled at them both, “but now, let us nae spend a moment longer here in this place. We shall return to Glen Taetnire, and there we shall celebrate this victory and make it known that the Ralstones have been defeated!”
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        * * *

      

      They took the road by the loch back to the glen, crossing the mountain pass and returning to Glen Taetnire by the route they had come. It all seemed so different now, and Phoebe marveled at the change which had come over her in the few short months since she had first glimpsed the castle and the loch, on the day she and Diarmad had ridden from the south.

      

      At the grave of Diarmad’s brother, they paused, Bernard kneeling in respect of his father, a somber moment which all three shared. He had been quiet on their journey home, as though pondering all he had learned of his true parents, the shock of the revelations a heavy burden to bear and one which Phoebe could not help but feel sorry that he must.

      

      “What changes now, father?” he asked, looking up at Diarmad, who came to kneel next to him.

      

      “Nothin’ will change, Bernard. I am still yer father, and ye must know that one day I would have told ye all this. Just nae yet,” he said, putting his arm around the boy’s shoulders.

      

      “What were they like? My mother and father, I mean?” Bernard asked, and a tear rose in Phoebe’s eye.

      

      “Yer mother was beautiful, gentle, and kind. Everythin’ that a Ralstone wasnae. She loved yer father, and he loved her with all his heart. That is all ye need to know, for if ye know that then ye must surely know that they would have loved ye with just the same love,” Diarmad said.

      

      “And it is a love your father has shown you, Bernard. Do not forget that,” Phoebe said, and she plucked a sprig of white heather from the ground, placing it upon the grave and standing back, as Bernard and Diarmad bowed their heads in respect.

      

      “We shall always honor them. This grave will be a symbol of the hope for peace that yer father believed in. That will be his legacy; let us make sure of it,” Diarmad said, and Bernard nodded.

      

      “We will, father, for ye are still as much my father as he, and I pledge my loyalty and honor to ye always,” Bernard said.

      

      Diarmad smiled, patting Bernard upon the shoulder and rising to his feet. Now, they made their way down the mountain pass toward Glen Taetnire, Phoebe, and Diarmad walking hand in hand. It felt like a homecoming, and Phoebe could not have been happier to return to the castle where she was mistress, knowing that the Ralstones were defeated and peace was restored. As they arrived, they were greeted by shouts and cheers, the happy sounds of the pipers, and a great feast was held in honor of their safe return. How happy she felt to be at Diarmad’s side, happy in the knowledge that he had come to rescue her, bold and fearless to the end.

      

      “I am so grateful to you, Diarmad, for all you have done. When my father hears of it, then I know he will be grateful too, and you will be handsomely rewarded,” Phoebe said.

      

      The feasting had finished, and they had retired to Diarmad’s chambers, a welcome fire burning in the hearth and candles lit all around the room.

      

      “I seek nay reward, lass, yer return is reward enough,” he said, pulling off his boots and sitting back in a chair by the fire.

      

      “You were brave to come after us as you did. I … I did not know if you would,” she said, feeling a pang of guilt run through her as soon as she had uttered the words.

      

      He laughed, shaking his head, and smiling.

      

      “Did ye think I was nae brave enough?” he asked, and Phoebe shook her head.

      

      “No, not at all. It was just … his terms were so unreasonable, how could you possibly have accepted?” she asked.

      

      “I could never have accepted, lass. He demanded my lands, my titles, and that I go into exile. But he planned to capture me as well. He knew that I would never agree, and that I would sooner die tryin’ to rescue ye than agree to his terms,” Diarmad replied.

      

      “But why did you not wait until the arrival of the King’s garrison? Did you not suspect he might capture you? You put yourself at such risk,” Phoebe said, tears in her eyes.

      

      “If I had waited, then there is nay tellin’ what he might have done. He used his own grandson as bait; a man such as that would have nay morals against killin’ him as well,” Diarmad said, shaking his head.

      

      Phoebe paused. She still had many questions for Diarmad, questions which raised doubts in her heart, as she wondered again what other secrets he was hiding from her.

      

      “I wish you had told me the truth about Bernard. Why did you keep it from me?” she asked, and Diarmad took a deep breath, turning his eyes away from her.

      

      “To protect Bernard. I thought that if he didnae know his true lineage, then he wouldnae go seekin’ after it. It was too dangerous for him to know that he was a Ralstone by birth. The lad is naturally inquisitive; the thought of losin’ him was too much to bear. I intended to tell him when he was older and swore my clansmen to secret. I am sorry that I couldnae trust ye, nae at first, but surely ye see that. After all, ye didnae trust me with all that lay in yer past either,” he said, and Phoebe nodded.

      

      “No, you are right. I did not,” she said, though her heart still felt heavy.

      

      “But I worry that … that there is more that you are keeping from me. If this marriage is to work, then it must be built upon trust. I want no secrets between us, Diarmad. None at all,” she said, and he nodded.

      

      “I have only one more secret, lass, though perhaps ye know it well enough already,” he said, and she looked at him with a worried expression, wondering what his next words might be and what fresh sorrow they might bring her.

      

      “And what is that?” she asked, and he smiled at her.

      

      “That I love ye,” he replied, and Phoebe felt her heart skip a beat. She let out a gasp, their eyes meeting, as he rose from his chair and came to kneel at her side.

      

      “ You risked so much to save us… I could not imagine life without you…,” she said, as he took her by the hand, their eyes meeting, as she smiled at him, filled with love for everything they had been through.

      

      “Ye and Bernard, ye are everythin’ to me. I know ye daenae feel the same, and I cannae force ye to, but …” he began, and Phoebe shook her head, bringing her finger to his lips and causing him to pause.

      

      “I have learned what love is from you, Diarmad. There was a time when I believed I knew it, in the past, when I was infatuated by Renoir, a man who did nothing but betray me. I thought that love was simply passion, the excitement of another, one who would sweep me off my feet and make love to me, but that is far from the truth. Love is so much more. It is everything you have shown me. It is a man who would risk his very life for that love and would not shrink from it, even in the darkest moments. It is a man just like you, and I am only sorry it has taken me so long to realize it,” Phoebe said as she put her arms around him, kissing him upon the cheek and resting her head upon his shoulder.

      

      “I never imagined ye would feel like this, Phoebe. I was convinced that ye would wish to return home, even after all of this. But I say it again, ye must be happy here, it must nae be a trial,” he said, and she laughed.

      

      “The only trial would be if I were forced to return south,” Phoebe replied, “this is my home now. I am happy here, happier than I have ever been. You and Bernard are my family, as is this clan. I want for nothing more. I love you, just as I know that you love me,” Phoebe replied, and he smiled at her, taking her by both hands and raising his lips to hers.

      

      As he kissed her, Phoebe felt a shiver of delight run through her. How she had missed his touch, his tender caress, the way he held her, and that feeling of warmth and comfort she felt in his arms. In the prison of the Ralstone castle, Phoebe had thought of little else but this, the one thing which had sustained her and kept her from despair.

      

      “I missed ye so very much,” he said, as his lips caressed her cheek, moving down her neck, which she arched, clutching at him, and pulling him toward her.

      

      “And I thought of you every moment in that accursed place, how I wanted you, how I longed for you,” she whispered, as his hands sought her out, her whole body now tingling with delight, as he pulled her dress from her shoulders, his lips now upon her breasts.

      

      His touch was gentle, his lips soft, and Phoebe let out a sigh. This felt like the first time all over again, except now their passions came in the full and certain knowledge of the heights of pleasure they could reach together. She kissed him, pulling him close to her, her hands caressing his body, so that he too let out a deep sigh of satisfaction, sinking toward her, his tongue searching out her lips.

      

      “I love ye,” he whispered, as he arched over her, their bodies entwined in the chair, his tunic pulled off to reveal the scars of his body, scars she had found so alluring when first she had seen them.

      

      “And I love you too, more than I can say,” she gasped as he settled her atop him. She sat with a leg on either side of his waist—her most sensitive center yearning for something she couldn’t name. “I want tae feel meself inside ye,” Diarmad murmured. He lifted her and settled her onto his shaft. Her eyes went wide with the feel of him.

      

      “What happens now?” she asked. The wetness and yearning that pooled in the center of her overpowered the blush Phoebe felt at the prospect of riding Diarmad as if he were a great stallion. Somehow, he had unlocked unthinkable desires, and she could feel nothing else but the extreme need to have him moving beneath her.

      

      He slid her body up and down his hardened manhood. “Move, lass, in whatever way feels natural.” Phoebe closed her eyes and tilted her head back. Diarmad moved a hand from her waist to cover one breast, kissing and biting each nipple as he moaned his pleasure. Phoebe felt more powerful and stronger than ever. Diarmad was the bravest man she had ever known, and he was hers. She felt a burning sensation coil within her with each movement of their bodies. He plunged relentlessly into her over and over until they were both swept away in the passion of their joining. White stars exploded behind her eyes as she felt his release within her with one final groan. Screaming his name, she collapsed upon him.

      

      It seemed as though this perfect moment now lasted the whole night through. Gently, Diarmad carried her to the bed, laying her down and sliding between the sheets next to her, holding her in his arms. She pulled herself onto him, kissing him again.

      

      “What dae ye dream of?” he asked, his arms wrapped gently around her, holding her as close as he could.

      

      “Different things at different times,” she whispered, and he laughed.

      

      “But now, what dae ye dream of?” he asked, running his fingers over her body, sending another shiver of delight running through her.

      

      “I need not dream, for my dream is true,” she replied, kissing him once again.

      

      “Am I enough?” he asked, and she nodded.

      

      “You are more than enough. I only wish it had taken me less time to realize it,” she replied as he pulled the blankets over them. The delights of the night had only just begun.

      

      
        
        The End?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Extended Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Eager to learn what the future holds for Phoebe and Diarmad?

      

      Then you may enjoy this extended epilogue.

      

      Simply tap here and you can read it for FREE, or use this link:

      

      https://www.julianawight.com/txlm
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      Thank you for reading my novel, Highlander’s Sinful Choice. I really hope you enjoyed it! If you did, could you please be so kind to write a review HERE?

      

      It is very important for me to read your thoughts about my book to further improve my writing.

      

      Please use the link below:

      

      https://www.julianawight.com/vs9y

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Do you want more Romance?

          

        

      

    

    
      If you’re a true fan of the Scottish romance genre, here are the first chapters of my previous best-selling novel: The Secret of the Highland Tower.

      

      This is a fable as old as time. Kal, a sorrowful Laird, is seeking vengeance for his brother’s death in the accursed mountain. Instead, he discovers a maiden entrapped in her castle, who is pursued by a vile man. Bewitched by her beauty, now it is his life’s mission to aid her. But her curse might not be as easy to break...
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        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Secret of the Highland Tower
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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Kal held onto his old wet nurse’s kirtle when she tried to leave his bedside.

      

      “Please stay awhile with me, Abby,” Kal begged. The little boy stared up at the kind woman with wide, frightened eyes. It was his first time spending the night alone in the big bedchamber. Since ever he could remember, his eldest brother had always shared the room with him, and now that reassurance was gone.

      

      Kal’s brother, William, had left that very morning to go and live with a neighboring Highland clan. There, he would be schooled in the martial arts, sports, and education required for noble Scottish children in those days.

      

      Earlier that day, Kal had cried bitterly when he had been forced to bid his elder brother a fond farewell. His father, Laird Kenneth, had turned and looked down at where the sound of weeping was coming from. When he saw wee Kal sniveling beside him, he had given the little boy such a buffeting that he was knocked down to the ground,

      

      “Stop wailing like a banshee, ye silly boy,” Laird Kenneth shouted at him. Kal bit down on his lower lip to stop the sobs welling out of his chest as William’s pony trotted across the drawbridge and away.

      

      Instantly regretting smacking his son, the Laird bent down to pick Kal up from the ground and helped him steady his legs and dust down his trews.

      

      “It’s good ye keep in yer noise, son,” his father laid a heavy hand on his shoulder afterward, “when ye have seen two more summers, then ye can go join yer brither at Clan McCain. ‘Til then, however, be strong and silent. Hold yer grief at all times and never let folks ken what ye are feeling inside.”

      

      Kal had sniffled and wiped his nose with the back of his hand. He was only five years old but was already sharp enough to see his father had a sheen of tears in his own eyes as he watched the little pony carry William far out of sight. The small boy’s groom had turned before they crested the hill, given his horn a trumpeting call, and then they were gone.

      

      Kal had wandered dolefully around the castle until bedtime. Abigall, in charge of the nursery now, had no more bairns to nurse and wean, tucked him into his cot, and moved toward the lantern. Kal knew that when she left with the light, he would be all alone in the darkness.

      

      “Please, Abby, tell me a story about the mountain.”

      

      Abigall had a feeling she should refuse the small boy’s request. At his age, he should be preparing to follow in his brother’s footsteps and ask for tales of great battles and foes. But she could never resist the appeal of little Kal’s dark sapphire blue eyes. She put the lantern down again and sat on the cot.

      

      “What will ye ken, wee Master Kal? Are ye brave enough to hear tell of the mountain without yer brither here to hold yer hand?”

      

      “Aye, Nursie, aye. I’m brave enough, I swear,” Kal wriggled his toes with excitement underneath his wolf pelt covers, “tell me about the mountain sprites.”

      

      Abigall settled herself on the edge of Kal’s bed and cast her mind back to the stories her mother had told her when she was a young girl.

      

      Ghastly tales oozed from the more dangerous areas of Northern Scotland, like a thick mist. Stories of skeletal Kelpies that roamed the lonely Highland lochs and riverbeds, seeking any unsuspecting victim who was silly enough to accept a ride on its back. They would be dragged down to their doom in the watery depths. Or the Ghillie Dhus who sat in birch trees, luring young maidens to become lost in the deep forests, their clothes were made of leaves and moss to camouflage them, but one look at a Ghillie Dhu’s enchanting face was enough to make a girl take leave of her senses.

      

      “Ye are me little Ghillie Dhu, Kal,” Abigall said, and patted his foot that lay underneath the wolf pelt, “the soft southern folk dinnae ken what that means, they have long forgotten the Gaelic tongue of their forefathers. Ghillie Dhu means ‘dark-haired lad,’ Kal. But ye must promise never to go near loch, forest, or forbidden crag. I sense in me bones your fate will be fixed on top a mountain. Now, are ye sure ye want to hear more?”

      

      Kal nodded.

      

      If adventurous men traveled due north from McCowan Castle, they would come upon a beautiful mountain, but only once they had penetrated a dense forest, crossed over a dark, deep loch, and managed to pass through a treacherous marsh. The secret to passing over the perilous marsh was to never look up at the imposing mountain that loomed overhead, and to keep one’s eyes steadily fixed on the ground in front of one’s feet. Only by doing this could anyone succeed in reaching the foot of the mountain.

      

      Ah, but the mountain was so beautiful that travelers forgot about this warning and could not resist looking up. The copper-red rocky outcrops, clusters of invitingly cool trees, and crystal white waterfalls splashing into pools surrounded by soft waving ferns would be the last thing a person would see before they sank into the nocuous mud that exuded from the bog.

      

      “Many a rotting corpse lies hidden under that bright green marshland, Master Kal,” Abigall cautioned, “so dinnae ye be tempted to go there.”

      

      “But Nursie, what about the dryads, and naiads, and sprites that live amongst the natural elements on the mountain?” Kal had been intrigued by stories of ethereally lovely women who would lure men to their doom.

      

      “Hush, Master Kal! Do ye want the chaplain to hear ye? If he was to ken I tell ye these godless legends, he’ll insist yer father send me to a nunnery.”

      

      “I will never tell him, Nursie, I promise, nor will William,” Kal swore.

      

      The mountain possessed a special power over men. They felt compelled to ride, walk, and climb towards it. When its head was wreathed in cloud and its roots buried under cascading waters, the mountain seemed as impenetrable and unfathomable as a beautiful maiden kept locked in a tower. Myths sprang up to explain its powerful attraction. There had to be an evil sprite who commanded the earth, air, and water to hold her secrets fast.

      

      Kal adored nurse’s stories about the mountain. He had always been drawn to the castle’s north-facing battlement. After his archery lessons, he would sneak up, stand on a wooden crate, and peek to one side of a crenellation. The Highland hills marched off into the horizon until they met the sky. Kal knew in his heart that if he were to take magical flight from his perch on the castle tower, he would soar over those hills and venture north toward the mountain. It did not matter to him what the nurse said about its dangers.

      

      He wanted to meet the beautiful sprite.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      “Ye will never hike Ben Deamhain alone, William! Dinnae be foolhardy!” Kal exhorted his elder brother, “Ye are the Laird now, after faither’s passin’, and ye cannae be as free with yer liberties and careless pursuits as ye were in the past.”

      

      William waved his younger brother away with a gesture that made Kal feel like a summer insect that irritated him, “Listen to yerself, Kal, ye sound as scared as an old woman. That’s the reason why those ancient tales were spread, ye ken, so that brave men would be struck with fear and hold back from the adventure.”

      

      Kal and William had returned from their foster home at McCain Castle over three years before. They had been well treated by Laird McCain. The two children who had ridden away from their beloved home’s thick stone walls were no more. In their place were tall, strong men, their muscles honed and bulked by years of hunting, riding, and battle training. They knew how to handle swords and bows with equal skill and could shoot the eye of a hare from the seat of a cantering horse with careless ease. William was the bigger of the two, standing well over six feet tall in his bare feet, but he had inherited his father’s bulk to go with it. At the age of two and twenty, he was already starting to show signs of his partiality to feasting and ale around his waist. Nevertheless, he was still an imposing-looking man, and his beard grew thick along his thrusting jawline.

      

      Kal was only slightly shorter than William, which still placed him amongst the tallest men in any room. But there, the brothers' resemblance stopped. Kal had the same wideset shoulders their father’d had, but his broad chest tapered down to a hard-muscled, trim waist and athletically slim hips. When Kal buckled his sword around his waist, there was no need for him to suck in his breath. His sword hung down and slapped against his well-toned leg muscles, which were clearly visible under his trews or kilt. Kal’s leather boots were always scuffed and scarred from long days of riding and hunting. He loved following his falcon as it flew far above his head in the sky, seeking out prey far below.

      

      The only physical traits Kal kept from his days in the nursery were his hair and eyes. His pitch-black hair swept back from his brow and was kept out of his eyes with a leather thong tying it back behind his shoulders. His black-lashed eyes reminded merchants' daughters in the village of oriental sapphires about which they had heard sea captains tell. After a hard day’s hunting, Kal would gallop through the village, his dark hair escaping its binding, allowing an errant lock of hair to fall over his face. The startling blue eyes could be seen from underneath that black mane, and every maiden would feel as though his gaze struck them with a heat and faster heartbeat.

      

      It was his ruggedly handsome beauty that was both a blessing and a curse for Kal. It made men underestimate what he was capable of in sports and battle, something which they would very quickly learn was a mistake. However, it also made Kal a butt for many jokes and comical banter on the training fields and alehouses.

      

      “Ye are too pretty to be lethal in a fight,” the men would scoff, most of their comments fueled by the envy they felt when their wives and sweethearts sighed and swooned when Kal rode by.

      

      “I will surely prove ye wrong, Sirrah,” Kal would reply, fingering the sword at his side.

      

      But news of Kal’s fighting expertise preceded him, and his quarry would always back away with an abject apology and deep bow. He was, after all, the second son of Laird Kenneth.

      

      “I shall approach that devilish mountain alone and on foot,” William informed his brother, “but I shall ride on Gabrielle while in the forest and walk her through the areas where the tree boughs hang too low for riding.”

      

      Kal had given up trying to change his brother’s mind. One month after their father had died, William had made changes in the castle and implemented new policies. This was to be expected from a man who had no affiliation toward his original home. Fostering was not just meant to provide young boys with an outside education, but to also foster closer ties with neighboring Lairds. It was a good system that created a strong line of defensive castles along the southern edge of the Highland mountain ranges. Every Laird was united against any army attempting to encroach from the south, east, or west. The stark ridge of mountains at the north had always prevented anyone from marching over.

      

      “What about the loch, brither?” Kal couldn’t help supporting William; now he knew there was no chance of changing his mind, “How will ye cross over and take Gabrielle with ye?”

      

      “I’ve heard tell that a fisherman’s croft lies on yon loch’s shores,” William stated with confidence, “the man can hold and stable Gabrielle, and lend me his boat to boot! His croft lies on the edge of our domains, nae so? He can do his liege a service in this small way.”

      

      “And the marshwhat say ye to that pestilent bog?” Kal wanted to check his brother’s strategy, to see if he could find a hole in it, although the entire enterprise reeked of braggadocio in his opinion. Still, as Laird, it would be a great honor for his brother to hike to the mountain and claim its land for his very own. No one had ever been able to do that before, not for hundreds of years.

      

      “What would old Nursie say about the marsh again,” William cast his memory back to their days in the nursery, “ ‘keep yer eyes on the ground in front of ye, and nae look at the mountain’?”

      

      Kal nodded, “Aye, she says that’s the key to surviving Mount Demon, as the southerners translate its name.”

      

      “Then that’s what I’ll be doin’ then,” William said cheerfully. “Here’s a scroll with me instructions for the keep of the castle whilst I’m away. I’ve made ye steward in me stead. Ye can sign any documents for me until I return, and the men shall obey yer orders as though they come from me own mouth.”

      

      “I am loath to wish ye Godspeed on the morrow, Will,” Kal said with a heavy heart, “I have a pricking in me thumbs which tells me this mad venture is fraught with risk.”

      

      William clapped his younger brother on the shoulder and laughed at his gloom, “Ye worry t’much, Kal. Wish me good luck for a safe journey and speedy return, and when I do come back, it will be to glory and praise. I will be the first man in Highland history to venture up the mountain and see what secrets it hides. Perhaps I shall bring two spritely lasses back with me, to be our faerie brides.”

      

      “Your journey flies in the face of all the caution and advice our faither bade us heed before he died, William. Even Laird McCain commanded us both to listen to the warnings and never cross over into Demon Mountain territory. There must be a reason for these dark omens.”

      

      “Whatever they are, I shall be sure to tell ye when I return. Tarry not to bid me farewell on the morrowI depart before dawn.”

      

      “Will ye nae take a few men with ye, brither? Just to be safe,” Kal pleaded with William for the final time.

      

      “And lose me chance at making it alone? Nay. Besides, Kal, if Ben Deamhain is indeed occupied by a malevolent being, they will look upon a solitary traveler with more kindness than they would a whole troop. Fear not, I say, because I am creating a legend of me very own with this brave venture.”

      

      Kal sighed, shrugged his shoulders, and gave up.

      

      Let the cards fall where they will. Perhaps William needs a good thrashing in battle to set him straight and lower his crest a peg or two.

      

      The thought of his indefatigable brother never returning to McCowan Castle was unthinkable. Kal clasped his brother’s forearm with his hand, and his brother did the same. For a brief moment, their arms and hands formed an unbreakable chain. Then the two men went their separate ways, and Kal walked slowly back to the north tower where his chambers lay.
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        * * *

      

      One month later, the great hall of McCowan castle was in an uproar.

      

      “After all, we told ye both about the dangers of that cursed mountain, ye thwart our advice and allow yer brither to walk heedlessly toward death!”

      

      Thus, shouted Laird McCain, and an angry murmur of agreement could be heard in the crowds of advisors and counselors behind him.

      

      Kal stayed calm. He fully expected to see his brother stride into the great hall at any moment, his broad shoulders shaking with laughter at the upset he had caused.

      

      “Aye, ye ken I speak the truth, Kal,” Laird McCain spoke in a more reasonable tone, “all the washerwomen and nursemaids think to fill young lads’ heads with these incredible phantasies of enchanting fairies and women too beautiful for men to comprehend, but this is what it leads to! When yer faither and I begged ye never to visit the mountain, do ye think we were jokin’?”

      

      Kal shook his head. He was still in denial about his brother’s mysterious disappearance. Yet he had the scroll with William’s last wishes and commands inscribed on the parchment in black ink, proving there had been no conspiracy or attempt to usurp his brother’s place.

      

      “The stories exist, in truth, because naeonenaeone, I tell yehas ever come back from the mountain! William was surely nae so proud as to think himself the exception to this terrible rule,” Laird McCain was deeply troubled with the way things had been left. He desperately needed Kal to sanction the building of new forts along the Cairngorm mountain range, as William had agreed to do.

      

      The Laird stood up on the dais where William’s great carved chair stood empty, “Gentlemen, gentlemen! And gathered clergy too. We need to come to some agreement on how to proceed.”

      

      A young groom stepped forward, “Please it, yer Lairdship, but Gabrielle, Laird William’s horse, came back to its stable last night. It was injured and made filthy from weeks of hard living, but the mare will live.”

      

      A scribe interjected, “Was the beast saddled? Did she still wear her bridle? Perhaps our Laird was hit from his mount by a low hanging branch, and even now lies in the forest awaiting rescue.”

      

      Laird McCain held up his hand in a commanding gesture. The muttering and whispering around the great hall ceased.

      

      “There will be nae rescue party going on a fool’s errand tryin’ to find Laird William, ye hear me? He will return on his own accord or never at all. We cannae have troops of men scouring the forests, lochs, and mountain on the vague hope they come across him.”

      

      A few protests were heard from the court's younger members, but the older men nodded their heads wisely in agreement.

      

      Laird McCain continued, “Now, me wife and Kal’s mither are sisters, and this makes me close enough kin to consider meself entitled to an opinion on how to go forward.”

      

      Again, the hall buzzed with excited voices: what was Laird McCain about to announce?

      

      “Therefore, I will be swearin’ Kal in to take his brither’s place. If any man has an objection to this course of action, I suggest he go bile his head in a cauldron of broth. McCowan Castle needs a Laird, and by the grace of God, Kal has been spared to take William’s place.”

      

      He turned to the corner where Kal stood watching the courtiers and counselors, “Come forward, Kal, and take hold of yer family’s mantle.”

      

      As though in a dream, Kal strode into the middle of the hall.

      

      “Approach the dais, Kal,” Laird McCain commanded, and Kal stepped forward, “Swear after me that ye shall treat yer vassals fairly. That ye will be the last man to leave battle and the first man to advance at the trumpet’s call. Yer domains are linked to the safety and prosperity of this land, our incomparable Highlands. Now kneel.”

      

      Kal took a knee in front of Laird McCain, “Ye were a good foster son, Kal, albeit a sometimes reckless and hotheaded one. Now, bear the title of Laird Kal McCowan of this castle proudly. Ye may rise.”

      

      Laird McCain draped the McCowan plaid around Kal’s wide shoulders. Everyone in the great hall let out a cheer.

      

      “Go forth, Laird Kal McCowan, and only do good from this day forward.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      “I dinnae care what folks say, Abigall. I will continue searching for me brither until me last dying breath,” Kal said to his old nurse as she stood beside his horse, wringing her hands together with anxiety.

      

      “Dinnae ignore me, wee Ghillie Dhu,” Abigall begged Kal, “How many useless trips have ye made since Laird McCain made ye chieftain? Ten and nine? Twenty? Ye’re nae even sure in which direction yer brither headed.”

      

      “I’m sticking with north, Nursie, just like the legends say,” Kal smiled down at her. Abigall had been a constant ally since he took up the mantle of Lairdship, but she would not accept Kal’s commitment to finding William, or at least discovering what had happened to him and avenging his death.

      

      “How many men are ye takin’ with ye this time?” Nurse asked.

      

      “No more than last time. I have two boats on the water at the loch. We use them to cross over and then moor the boats on the other side, next to the marshlands,” Kal’s men knew the treacherous bogs like the back of their hands after so many hikes through it. This would be the twenty-first search party launched to look for William. The problems that had stopped them from going further than the other side of the marshes had been the thick fall and winter mists. It was late spring now, and Kal had high hopes making it all the way up Ben Deamhain.

      

      Nurse ignored him. She was busy calculating the number of search party expeditions on her fingers, “Stay here yet awhile, Kal, I need to consult the runes afore ye leave.”

      

      Kal dismounted from Gabrielle and followed Abigall back into the castle. He was interested to hear was she predicted for this venture. The nurse was schooled in the arts of divination, and no canny soldier would hold back from hearing if he were to face fair or foul fortune. Kal’s dreams had been disquieting of late; he wanted to see if nurse could interpret them.

      

      “Sit down, Kal,” Abigall ordered, as she went to the window to shutter out the light and then grabbed a handful of dried herbs and threw them on the fire. It crackled and emitted a faint smoke. Nurse shook her bag of runes stones and cast them on the table in front of where Kal sat.

      

      “This is the twenty-first time ye go in search for yer brither. The numbers ‘two’ and ‘one’ are sacred. ‘Two’ signifies trust, unexpected aid, and close bonds. ‘One’ represents change and new beginnings. The saints believed that our guardian angels use these numbers together to send us messages. Tell me yer dreams of late, Kal.”

      

      Kal screwed up his eyes as he thought back to the nightmare which had jolted him awake that morning, “I saw William lyin’ on the mountainside. His plaid was torn to pieces and scattered to the four winds. He held his hands out to me as though beggin’ for help. An evil wound was carved into his forehead, and the blood was drippin’ down into his eyes.”

      

      Nurse patted Kal’s hand, “Yer guardian angel is sayin’ ye will discover yer brither’s fate on this venture. The stones and bones tell me this time ye will wander far away from the steps of normal men, kind men, and this pathway will not only lead ye toward an unspeakable evil but also closer to yer destiny,” Abigall looked at Kal closely, “are ye ready to face yer fate, Kal?”

      

      Kal stood up, pushing the rickety wooden chair on which he’d been sitting back with a loud scrape on the stone floor, “I am ready for anythin’, Abigall.”

      

      He strode out to the courtyard to where his small troop of men was waiting for him patiently. Kal mounted his brother’s old horse with one leap and gave the mare the signal to trot on.

      

      Nurse stood in the courtyard, waving her kerchief in farewell. The last thing Kal heard as he cantered out of the castle gates was Abigall shouting out behind him.

      

      “Remember, Ghillie Dhulucky numbers can bring both good luck and bad luck. Be on yer guard!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Two weeks later, Kal and his men were able to make camp for the night a little way up the side of Demon Mountain. This was encouraging progress compared to the pitfalls they had encountered over the preceding seven months. The troop of men was happy to leave the buzzing midges, screeching crickets, and bellowing marsh toads below them as they climbed up the steep incline. They stopped upon reaching a sheltered rocky outcrop that shielded them from the brisk winds.

      

      On Kal’s first exploration, his men had reached the shores lapping around the blackest loch waters they had ever seen, but only after spending several days hacking their way through many miles of overgrown forest trees. They had observed a fisherman’s croft a good three leagues away, but when they had reached it, the little stone structure was shown to be a burnt-out husk of a building, long abandoned by its inhabitants.

      

      Ewan, his second in command, had looked closely at the scorch marks along the croft’s stone walls. He had stood up, saddened and perplexed by what he had seen, “Yer Lairdship, these are the marks of no ordinary firethis poor shelter was deliberately set alight by some evil hand.”

      

      “And the folk who lived here too afraid to rebuild,” Kal said thoughtfully.

      

      The men had ridden back along the loch shores. And so, their first search party had ended. The next time, Kal ordered a horse and cart with two sizeable boats lashed on top to accompany them, and he had left the boats tethered on the near shore ever since.

      

      At dusk, when the men pulled up their horses next to the protective rocks protruding out of the mountain’s northern face, Kal was tempted to order them to continue up the incline. The moon was full and would be bright enough that night to cast a shadow once it rose up into the night sky. But he was a fair captain and would never force his men to march or ride when they were hungry and tired. He allowed them to drop to the ground after tethering their horses to some windswept bush branches that poked out of the mountain’s side and watched as they lighted a fire using the kindling and flints they had brought with them.

      

      “The way the mountain is risin’, yer Lairdship, seems to me we will nae be able to take our horses up much further,” Ewan said to Kal after offering him his canteen of ale.

      

      Kal took a drink from the leather canteen and then tilted his head to see if they might be able to traverse the mountainside in ever higher circles instead of climbing up it directly.

      

      “We’ll keep the horses, for now, Ewan,” Kal replied, and he saw his men turn their heads to listen to what route he had planned, “I think we should ride around the mountain in circles. In that way, we will have a better chance of scopin’ out as much of its circumference as possible and save the horses from climbin’ up in a straight line.”

      

      The men nodded their heads in agreement and fell to chatting amongst themselves about the best ways of riding around the difficult mountain terrain.

      

      “Take turns in mountin’ watch, one hour for each man, our usual method. I’m off to ride ahead and see if the ground stays level enough for the horses to walk,” Kal bestrode Gabrielle again, and the feisty mare shook her mane in greeting.

      

      “Will ye nae have some broth, captain?” Ewan asked, “Ye have nae eaten since noontime.”

      

      “I will eat some oatcakes in the saddle, I thank ye, Ewan,” Kal said and rode off.

      

      The truth was that Kal wanted to be alone with his thoughts just as much as he wanted to scout out the surrounding lands. It would put some of his troop’s fears to rest if he could return to them later with good news about a shepherd’s cottage or helpful traveling farmer. No one from the McCainMcCowan stronghold encircled the Cairngorms to the south had ever ventured this far north or this high up the mountain. Vast forests and barren moors lay between here and their home. His men jumped and startled at every bird whoop or fox cry. If he rode ahead, it would clear his mind of the foreboding doom with which his mind was burdened.

      

      His mount picked her way daintily over precarious rocks and shifty boulders, and Kal kept his ears sharpened for the sound of running water. When they had looked up to see the mountain standing before them at noon, it had been possible to discern foaming rivulets and cascading streams ribboning the mountainside. If they were to travel further, they needed to refill their empty water flasks.

      

      The moon was almost fully risen by the time Kal found what he sought. A freshwater stream wended down the slopes and across his pathway. He stooped down to fill up his leather flask and then turned around to stare up at the moon. He sent up a fervent prayer to the heavens and begged for a sign or portent to signify his brother was still alive. Kal saw some of the bright constellations William and he would look at from the tower at their home and McCain Castle.

      

      Do ye see those constellations, brither? It will always be a comfort for ye to ken those constellations shine down on our mither and faither while they sleep the many leagues' distance from us. Those stars are shining for everyone in the great Highlands and beyond. The Highland mountains are so tall that we are closer to the stars than the rest of bonny Scotland.

      

      Kal could remember his brother’s words as though he was standing beside him now. They were still those two young boys who had sneaked out of their bedchambers and gone to stand at the tallest tower in McCain Castle.

      

      I feel as though me heart will burst with sorrow if I dinnae discover word of William. Please, if a guardian angel is watching over me, grant my prayer to find him. This uncertainty is killing me. Is he dead, captured, held against his will? If I dinnae find out, ‘tis better if I never return to McCowan Castle, so that my bones can join his on this mountain.

      

      A nightjar gave a haunting hoot as it flew across the cold moonlit skies. Kal stiffened and strained his ears. He was sure he had heard an answering cry, but it was human. He waited, crouched on the ground, ready to spring into action the minute his suspicions were confirmed.

      

      A thin cry of anguish traveled on the wind toward him. Kal gauged it came from his men’s camp and had vaulted onto his mare before the cry had even stopped and been blown away downhill by a breeze. Crouching low over Gabrielle’s neck, Kal urged the gallant mare to gallop like the wind in the direction of his soldiers’ bivouac.

      

      He cursed himself for leaving his men while he scouted out the terrain. Any foe who struck with force in the dead of night must know these hillsides and mountain cliffs like the lines on the palm of their hand! Heedless to the dangers of riding so fast to face a nameless enemy, Kal sped over the stones that littered the mountainside. Large rocks dislodged and rolled downhill behind rider and horse on the steeper inclines, but Kal continued on.

      

      He had wandered further than he thought, and it took many minutes of hard riding before he could see the dying embers of his soldiers’ fire. Kal slowed Gabrielle’s pace with a hard reining in, and she slackened her gait down to a trot, then halted. It was the smell, more than anything else, that made horse and rider stop. The mare tossed her head and gave a warning nicker, shaking her head up and down and nearly pulling the rein out of Kal’s strong grasp.

      

      Every one of the six men Kal had brought with him lay slaughtered on the moonlit mountainside. He could tell at a glance that his men were deadbeyond the need of aid or nursingtheir heads had been struck from their shoulders and bodies lay in disarray on the ground. They had been cut down as they ate and drank, with no word of warning. It was as though a lethal ambush had been waiting to catch the men off-guard. Kal felt his blood boil at the thought of his men’s anguish. The first thought that crossed his mind was this might be the same fate that befell his brother.

      

      A frightened whinny sounded from downhill.

      

      The horses! At least I can save them from harm. They will come to Gabrielle if I ride the mare down the mountain where my poor men’s horses can find her. I pray the Highland winds have blown away the smell of blood when I return.

      

      It was many hours before the six horses had calmed down enough for Kal to approach them and lash them together in a troop. For the poor frightened beasts to be eaten by wolves were something Kal could not bear. The moon had risen high in the night sky by the time he had finished.

      

      A high-pitched, shrieking wail penetrated the stillness and made Kal whip his head around, facing back up the mountain. That sound came from the charnel camp he’d left behind. It was a banshee’s wail, there was no doubt. Kal had never seen a banshee but had heard many stories about them from his nurse. He wanted to see one before he died. Kal tethered Gabrielle to heavy rock and began to creep silently back up the slope.

      

      His stealth was not in vain. When he raised his head carefully to watch the campsite, a ghostly sight met his eyes. Kal had no doubt the woman he saw was an apparition from beyond the grave. She was indescribably beautiful with long, blonde hair the color of silver moon rays and skin paler than the white rocks and stones that surrounded her. Her hair formed a shining curtain of grey around her face, but when she shook it back over her shoulders, it revealed a womanly body designed to stop men in their tracks. The wind pressed the lady’s thin white shift to her skin and whipped her cloak away from her shoulders. For one moment, Kal was reminded of the statues of Greek goddesses that he had heard tell of from adventurous travelers who had visited the lands across the seas.

      

      The woman bent over to pick up one of the soldier’s heads gently. She smoothed the bloody hair away from the face and wiped the gore off its forehead. A ghastly gash had been etched there. Seeing the cut, the banshee gave a sharp cry and let the head drop from her hands.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Naia was in shock. Her eyes were wide with horror, and her body trembled. She stumbled from one body to the next, checking to see if anyone had been able to escape the deadly swing of the ax. With every step she took, Naia had to press her hands firmly to her mouth to stop her screams from squeezing out, but it was useless. She lifted up her face to the moon and emitted another long cry.

      

      Every “N” carved into a man’s forehead would be held against her if the truth was to become known. But the thought of how to make it stop repulsed her with every breath she took. It had been nearly seven months since the last killing, but now here she was surrounded by the sight of six dead men. It was not only the senseless slaughter that appalled her but the misery that these murders signified yet another massacre for which she should hold herself accountable.

      

      Against the outline of the moonlit mountainside, a man’s shape loomed tall and dark, the silhouette of a mighty broadsword could be clearly seen in his hand. Naia gasped in fear. It had been that murderous wretch’s troop of soldiers riding by the tower keep where she slept that had alerted her to this carnage. She knew he would never return to the site of his evil deed; he always allowed carrion birds to pick the bodies clean until they were nothing but bones. Once he had thrown her “betrothal gift” into the keep’s courtyard, he had ridden home like he always did. So, she had felt it safe to creep out of her tall walled tower and wander down the rough pathways until she had seen the dying embers of the campfire.

      

      “Who goes there?” Naia whispered, her hands held up in a defensive gesture.

      

      Kal lowered his sword. This was no ghostly, beautiful banshee, but a flesh and blood girl on the cusp of womanhood. Still beautiful enough to take a man’s breath away, but not a ghost or ghoul.

      

      “Nay, fair lass,” the man said, and he did not yet sheath his sword, “‘tis for me to ask the questions. What brings ye here to the site of me men’s doom on such a dark and deadly night?”

      

      Naia heard the man’s deep voice and accent and knew him to be a Highlander from the foothills of the mountains in the south, and not a north mountain chieftain, “Are they yer own men, stranger? I will pray for their souls this night, and I hope the heavens forgive me because it is because of me they now lay dead.”

      

      Kal stepped forward, his sword once again raised, ready for action. He did not care how enchanting a maid was; if she had given the order for his men to die, she would follow them to the grave.

      

      Naia rose and stepped forward to accept the killing blow, “Do it! Do it! I cannae bear me life anymore! D’ye think I take pleasure from these deaths? Kill me now if ye think me guilty.”

      

      Kal stopped. It was not in his nature to act without a degree of forethought and deliberation, “Hush, lass, and tell me why ye think yerself to blame for all this?” Here he indicated at the pile of bodies around them.

      

      Naia wiped the tears from her face with the back of her hands, but stood straight and proud when she replied, “Shall we go yonder to those boulders over there? ‘Tis downwind of the terrible smell of blood.”

      

      Kal grunted something that Naia took to be a ‘yes,’ and he followed her cautiously. Naia found that her legs were shaking so much she could hardly walk the short distance. She guided him to a pile of rocks and bushes that provided them with a little shelter from the brisk mountain air. After making sure that Naia was sitting down and had no plans to run away just yet, Kal sat down opposite her, his arms folded over his chest, and his eyes narrowed in suspicion. It was so unheard of for a beautiful maiden to wander outdoors unaccompanied and unchaperoned that Kal could not help himself from looking at her as though she was some ethereal, mythical siren.

      

      Naia wrapped her cloak closely around her body so that no part of her shift could be seen anymore. She had been in such a rush to see if there were any survivors that it was all she’d stopped to put on before leaving her room. With this handsome man so close to her, looking at her with such intensity, Naia found herself very aware that she only wore her thin, transparent night shift under the cloak.

      

      Pushing all thoughts for herself to the back of her mind, Naia began telling Kal why he should leave this cursed mountain as soon as he could,

      

      “Ye see those cruel cuts on yer men’s foreheads and chests? Those are nae random slashesthey say ‘N’ if ye look close enoughand I’m Naia.”

      

      Kal misheard what the girl said because she was speaking in such a husky, unhappy voice.

      

      “Naiad? Like the water sylphs and tree, sprites said to live on these hills?” Kal felt that after tonight, he was prepared to believe in any strange story.

      

      Naia laughed, and immediately Kal knew she was a flesh and blood woman. He was relieved to see the smile on her face.

      

      “Nay, stranger!” and very soon the smile faded as she remembered the horrors that surrounded them, “Me name’s Naia, and I’m the person the man who did this to yer soldiers is after.”

      

      Kal looked at Naia keenly, “If a man is after ye, lass, I can offer ye protection. Why dinnae ye tell me that from the start?”

      

      Just thinking about this kind young man staying on the mountains to help her made Naia’s blood run cold. She had to make him realize that nothing and no one could help her out of her troubles.

      

      “I seek nae rescuing, sir,” she said, throwing her hair back over her shoulders, “me fate is to get away from the terrifying warrior who did this by me own plans. I have a few cards still up me sleeve, so please dinnae think ye must stay here! It would make ye a fool if ye did so.”

      

      “If me own revenge is wrapped up with yers, lassie, why should nae I stay here and fight this man together with ye?” Kal had one eyebrow raised, and he was watching Naia carefully.

      

      Naia could see that Kal was making a valid point, and she searched her brain for the best way she could send him back down the mountain to safety,

      

      “This man is backed by pirates from the northern seas and berserker warriors from the lands of ice and snow. If ye think having yer head struck off yer shoulders is a horrible way to die, ye should see the hideous tortures and starvation they do to the prisoners they keep. Be warned! Go back to yer peaceful life belowChieftain Eachann McKinney is a beast, nae some naughty Laird who wants a bit more landI own an iron mine, and he’s after it!”

      

      Kal realized this Eachann McKinney, whom Naia spoke about, must have been responsible for his brother's death. William had been an important man, wealthy enough to afford a rich ransom and skilled enough to put up an incredible battle. Any man who killed him without suffering any wound of his own meant one thing; Will must have been murdered in his sleep, and then his corpse mutilated to send Naia a message. Kal’s blood boiled with anger.

      

      He stepped forward and gripped Naia firmly around her wrist, “Ye are coming with me, Lady of the Mountains. Ye hold the key for me to find the villain who killed me soldiers an’ me brother. And if ye think yer scary stories are going to stop me, well then, all I can say isye dinnae ken me very well!”

      

      Naia shrank back instinctively, but she felt no threat behind Kal’s strong grasp, only a will that didn’t brook argument or protest. She could see his big arm muscles taut and flexed as he prepared to drag her down to where she could hear horses neighing.

      

      Nay, please dinnae let this young man fall the same as all those who have come before him! I must do something to stop his impetuous actions. He does nae understand how lethal Eachann is to any man who walks these footpaths.

      

      Naia didn’t struggle but allowed Kal to lead her to where Gabrielle stood waiting patiently. Six other horses were standing tethered behind her, their saddles ominously empty. Kal spoke without turning his head to look at her, “We’ll ride to yer keep, lass, and ye can sit up beside me. Dinnae think of running awayGabrielle, me mare, can outride the wind if I command her.”

      

      This will never do! I have to think of a way to get this man to stay away and keep safe. He is so young and impulsive. How could he possibly understand the danger he’s heading towards?

      

      Kal clutched the sides of Naia’s tiny waist with his strong hands and got ready to throw her into the saddle. She did the only thing she could think of and pretended to faint.

      

      When Naia went limp in his arms, Kal was unsure what to do. He placed her gently down on the hillside and went to his saddlebags to find a dram of whiskey to give her. When he came back, Naia was lying still and silent on the grass. He bent over her to lift up her head and tilt the whiskey down her throat, but the sight of Naia spread out on the ground with her mouth slightly open, and her hair spread out in a silver fan of silk was too tempting for him. He bent down to kiss her on the lips.

      

      Naia felt Kal’s hot breath warm her face, and she knew he was close enough for her to do what she wanted to do. She raised the hand that held a heavy rock she’d picked up after pretending to swoon and struck Kal on the back of the head with it. He collapsed onto Naia’s chest, stunned and semiconscious.

      

      He was so heavy, Naia was nearly pinned beneath him, too weak to lift his body off her. She managed to wriggle out from under his broad chest and then pushed the rest of his body off her by kicking her legs. After breaking free, Naia rolled over to lie next to Kal and press her ear against his chest. His heart beat strong, and Naia almost felt peace as she listened to its pulse as she lay beside him. Kal groaned softly and began to stir. This made her realize she did not have much time to make her escape.

      

      Taking one of the deceased soldier’s horses, she mounted it and kicked the steed’s sides until it broke into a fast trot. She could not help herself from looking back a Kal’s form spread out prostrate on the side of her mountain. As she stared at him, Kal began to regain full consciousness. He stretched out his hand as though grasping at a fleeting dream, before letting it fall back to his side.

      

      The last thing she caught before the wind snatched away her hearing was Kal hoarsely mumbling,

      

      “Naia.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Kal drifted in and out of consciousness until the sunrise turned the sky orange. It seemed in his dreams that Naia was continuously running in front of him, somehow always just beyond his arm’s reach. When the sunlight pierced through the fog in his mind, he sat up gradually, clutching his head in his hands. Kal felt as though his brain was about to split in half. He staggered to where Gabrielle was waiting for him and searched for his flask of water. Only when he had slaked his thirst could he begin to think straight. Slowly, he began to piece together the awful events of the previous night.

      

      The wench hit me unawares, the little vixen! Beauty, and clever as well. ‘Tis no wonder she has the men who live around this mountain driven to madness. But desperate love or greed is nae excuse for what they did to me brother. They shall pay for their evil deeds and pay dearly.

      

      Kal had not spent his youth learning how to hunt and track any animal; he wanted only to forget how to do it after a knock on the head. Even from his seat high up on the saddle, Kal could clearly see the marks Naia had left behind her as she had ridden the horse home. As Gabrielle and he made their way up the mountain, Kal gingerly felt the bump on the back of his head. A smear of blood was on his fingers when he brought his hand back to the reins, but he came from a family of stern, strong menhe gritted his teeth and kept his eyes fixed on Naia’s tracks.

      

      As the sun climbed higher in the sky, turning it blue and thinning out the towering white clouds, Kal saw a small stone croft perched atop a jagged outcrop. It was well sheltered by wuthering pines trees that swayed to and fro with every gust of wind, but Kal couldn’t help thinking to himself that he preferred to live down in the valleys where the gales passed overhead.

      

      Kal swung out of the saddle, drew the reins over Gabrielle’s head, and walked up to the croft’s low hung doorway. He ducked his head under the lintel and said loudly, “Will ye nae help a weary traveler, kind folk?”

      

      The door swung ajar, and Kal saw a peasant woman standing before him. She had a placid expression on her face and wiped her hands on her pinafore before saying, “And how may I help ye, sir?” she bobbed a curtsey and smiled.

      

      “Gentlewoman, please will ye be so kind as to water me horses and spare me some of yer time? There is a lady living around these parts with whom I desire further speech--she goes by the name of Naia.” As he said this, Kal turned around to indicate to the woman where his horses stood.

      

      When she saw the blood that stained the back of Kal’s jacket, the woman gasped, “Sir! Yer head! It’s all covered in blood! How is it that ye still be standing? Come inside. Me sons can water yer horses when they return from working the fields below. They are due back for their dinner at any time now. Will ye sit by the fire while I get ye some water.”

      

      Kal bent his head so he could enter the croft without banging it on the top of the door frame as he came in. The fire looked bright and inviting, and he went to stand in front of it and warm his hands. As he stared at the dancing flames, he instinctively touched the back of his head to feel the warm wet wound that throbbed there. The fire, the cottage, and the woman began to spin around, and everything went black as he hit the floor like a felled mountain pine tree.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kal woke to the sound of anxious whispering beside where he lay.

      

      “Where am I?” he groaned as he tried to sit up.

      

      “Hush, sire, ye cannae stand just yet. Here, have a sip of broth,” the kind voice of a young boy said.

      

      Kal eagerly drank from the wooden spoon that held hot soup to his lips. After finishing the bowl, he felt well enough to sit up and look around him. When he brought his hands to his head, Kal found it was bandaged and clean. His leather riding jacket had been draped by the fire where it dried after having his blood washed off it.

      

      “I remember now,” he said, “the croft on the mountain. Thank ye for taking care of me broken head, mistress, I feel well enough to stand now, I think.”

      

      Using the little stool for leverage, Kal staggered to his feet and sat down heavily on a wooden bench by a table in the middle of the room.

      

      “I feel wretched, but I’ll live,” Kal smiled at the three youths and their mother, “by what names shall I call me benefactors? Ye have been very helpful, even though I’m a stranger to these parts. KalLairdMcCowan at yer service.”

      

      The three youths bowed low, “The brothers Tolmach at yer service, Laird,” they replied.

      

      Now with introductions out of the way, the brothers sat on the bench opposite Kal and began to discuss his request for information about Naia. Mistress Tolmach busied herself with clearing away the bowls and mugs as they finished their dinner.

      

      The eldest Tolmach brother was the one who answered most of Kal’s questions.

      

      In truth, the brothers were not keen to tell Kal anything about Naia MacAodha. She was the same age as the eldest brother; nineteen summers had come and gone since her birth was celebrated up at the MacAodha Tower Keep, and every summer had made her brighter and lovelier. The mountain chieftains had been buzzing like bees around her honey pot since she was fifteen years old, but her father had not been keen to have his only surviving child leave home. The choice had been taken out of his hands once a rich seam of iron had been discovered on his estate.

      

      “We mountain dwellers might have to descend down to the valleys to harvest our crops, but our cloud-topped crags are crammed full of precious minerals and metals. The lady ye seek is both wealthy and beautiful, but she comes with a curse.”

      

      “Aye,” Kal said, ruefully rubbing the back of his head, “she cursed me skull something bad,” he smiled.

      

      The elder brother, Tolmach’s eyes grew earnest, “Laird, ye must believe me and dinnae joke. She is perilous! We have buried countless men who have visited these parts only to be killed by Chieftain McKinney. He has spies behind every rock and bush.”

      

      Kal shrugged his broad, muscular shoulders, “Let him spy. I welcome his combat.”

      

      The Tolmachs tut-tutted, “Nay, yer Lairdship, McKinney dinnae challenge men to combat. He gathers his soldiers together and annihilates strangers and travelers while they are asleep or eating. He’s cruel and sneaky, and so was his father before him. Generations of bloody McKinneys have given this mountain a terrible reputation.”

      

      “So, that’s the reason why me foster father, Laird McCain, seeks to make peace with the wild clans living around these mountains. Still, I must follow Lady MacAodha’s trail where it leads me,” Kal was adamant in wanting to avenge William’s death, “Where do ye bury the unfortunate souls he murders?”

      

      The brothers led Kal outside and pointed to the pine tree grove that moaned and swayed in the wind, “We lay the bodies and bones in a trench under those trees yonder.”

      

      That is where me dear brother lies buried. One carefree dream to see his childhood wishes come true, and now this. And all because of one maid and one greedy chieftain. I will avenge ye, brother.

      

      Kal dug into his pockets and brought out a gold piece, “Here’s one Gold Lion coin. Please be so kind as to follow me route back down the mountain and bury me men here too. Ye will only find five heads, alas. Take these five horses for yer own, and use them to transport the bodies.”

      

      The three youths were overjoyed with the gold coin and horses, “Aye, yer Lairdship, we’ll do as ye command. Is there any other service we can provide for ye?”

      

      Kal shook his head and prepared to mount Gabrielle, who had been well-rested, fed, and watered. The brothers chatted amongst themselves for a brief moment, and then the eldest brother stayed Kal from riding off while the youngest brother ran to an aviary next to the chicken coop. He came back with a sack that contained something that twitched and fluttered.

      

      “Here’s our finest hawk, sire. She will alert us to danger if ye should ever need our help again. ‘Til then, we will keep ye in our prayers.”

      

      The eldest Tolmach boy handed Kal a thick leather glove with fine straps attached to it. Then he removed a red feathered hawk from the sack and tied her to the glove on Kal’s hand.

      

      “Fare thee well, Laird. Be sure to follow Lady MacAodha’s tracks. She always travels along the paths where McKinney has no spies.”

      

      Kal nodded his thanks and gave Gabrielle the office to start. Soon the little stone cottage was a tiny projection on the mountainside when he looked back. The youths gave the horse and rider one final wave and then went back into their cottage.

      

      The path grew rockier and steeper as Kal followed Naia’s trail. He wondered to himself what kind of people would want to live out their lives so close to the bitter elements of wind, rain, and winter snow. Then he turned around to look behind him and saw the purple-hued valley vista spread away below him. The sky and mountain tops seemed to blend together as they marched away into the horizon, and Kal finally understood the love mountain dwellers had for their land.

      

      As he thought this, the mountainside dipped down in a steep curve to the left, and Kal saw the land open up into a pretty dell that was well protected from gusts of wind. The grass was dotted all around with buttercups, and they seemed to lead him down toward the tall stone tower that stood in the middle of a mighty stone wall. The dell was strangely barren, and no sheep or goats could be seen grazing outside the walls. Kal knew he had reached the MacAodha Tower Keep.

      

      Kal did not expect a warm welcome from the Lady of the Tower. She must have had her reasons for walloping him on his head and running away, but she was the key for Kal to unlock a way to revenge his brother’s death, and he needed her help to do it. The thick, tall wall had two gates on opposite sides of the courtyard created by surrounding the tower and outlying buildings. Kal rode all the way around the wall, looking for a way inside until he became aware that he was being watched. He dismounted, fed the hawk a morsel of dried meat, and then tied it to Gabrielle’s saddle.

      

      As he walked closer to the Keep’s gateway, an arrow went whizzing over his head and stuck quivering in the grass behind him, only a few feet away from where Gabrielle grazed contently.

      

      He turned to look at the arrow, and then stared back at the watchtower at the side of the gate, his eyes narrowed.

      

      “First me head, and now me horse? What have we ever done to ye that ye wish to fill us full of holes, Lady MacAodha?” Kal shouted up to where Naia sat perched in the watchtower.

      

      “Go away!” Naia replied, “Ye are stubborn and stupid, and I dinnae want ye on me land!”

      

      “Why,” Kal couldn’t help teasing this fiery lass who sat up in her tower, fitting another arrow to her bowstring, “Am I standing on yer iron mine?” he moved to another spot a few yards to the left, “or is yer precious iron mine here? Please tell me.”

      

      Another arrow sped towards him and landed with a thud just a few inches in front of his leather boots. Kal stared at it, and then lifted his head to gaze at Naia again, “I’ve come to help ye, Naia. And maybe ye can do the same for me in return? We share a common foe. Is that nae something that interests ye?”

      

      Naia disregarded Kal and placed another arrow in her bow. Kal calmly watched her doing it, but would not be deterred from offering her his assistance, “Are ye nae tired of talking to the rocks and having goats and sheep as yer only companions? Let me in, and I’ll keep ye in good company, Naia.”

      

      She ignored him and raised the bowstring to her face once more. Kal stood his ground. They stayed in that stalemate pose for a minute or more until a wolf’s howl broke the silence.

      

      Naia sighed and lowered her bow, “Blast ye, stranger! I cannae leave ye wounded at me gates while wolves wander the hills. Stay there, and I’ll open the gates for yebut it’s only because I feel compassion for yer horse and hawk, mind ye, and nae yer bothersome self.”

      

      Kal gave her his most charming smile and watched as she clambered down the watchtower’s ladder.
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      To read more, click on the link below!

      

      https://www.julianawight.com/px2t
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        Note from Juliana

      

      

      I’m always happy to communicate with my readers. So if you want to stay up to date with my newest releases and win little treats, please subscribe to my newsletter, and you will always be the first to know about my newest Scottish novel.

      

      Thank you, your friend Juliana ⚔️
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