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      Can you escape the dark omens? Or will fate take its course?

      

      Agnes knew that by belonging to the cunning folk, she was equal to being accused of witchcraft, and yet there are some gifts you cannot renounce. Bad omens are all around her; she could see it in the water, she could read it in the stars.

      

      When the most handsome man, who is the reason for all the omens, appears in front of her, she is stunned. For he who is about to die is also the one invading her sinful dreams.

      

      Cináed MacLeod had to escape. After he ascends to the Lairdship, his uncle manages to usurp his power. With a price upon his head, Cináed finds refuge in the cottage of three women.  All of them peculiar in their own way, and one of them, the ethereal Agnes, put a spell on him.

      

      But as he tries to get closer to her, the more she pushes him away. For she cannot handle the pain of loving someone who is about to lose his life...

      

      She was cursed with knowledge; he was bound to die…
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        * * *
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      “Tell me what again what ye saw,” Lua demanded.

      

      A soft wind blew through the small clearing in the woods that made Agnes shiver, though she suspected it had less to do with the cold and more with what they were doing. She looked up to the sky and watched as the dark, ominous clouds continued to roll by overhead. The moon darted in and out of clouds the color of slate, casting intermittent silvery light down upon the clearing.

      

      A pair of tall torches stood planted in the ground behind Lua, the flickering light casting a ring around them. Shadows and orange light writhed and roiled around them as if the very forces of light and dark were doing battle right there in front of her.

      

      “I saw six crows, Maither,” her sister Caoimhe said softly, almost reverently. “They flew in a perfect circle before landin’ on a branch, all of ‘em in a row, just standin’ there starin’ at me.”

      

      “Six crows ye say?” Lua asked.

      

      Caoimhe nodded somberly, fear of the portent of potential danger flashing through her eyes. It sent a sliver of ice trailing down Agnes’s spine that she tried to ignore. The three of them stood with their hands linked, surrounding a stone pedestal. And atop the pedestal rest a copper basin filled with water, the surface rippling in the gentle breeze that stirred Agnes’ hair.

      

      Lua turned her dark-eyed gaze to Agnes. “And ye, girl? What did ye see? Tis all right if ye saw nothin’. Just tell me true.”

      

      Agnes took a deep breath and let it out slowly. The truth was, she thought she had seen something, but she was not sure what it was or what it meant. Or whether it meant anything at all. She did not possess the gift of Sight her mother and sister had.

      

      “I - I saw faces… in the clouds,” she said softly. “A man’s face, though I did not recognize him.”

      

      Lua nodded as if it made sense to her. The older woman lowered her gaze to the water and used the tip of her finger to stir the water in a circular motion. As she did so, Lua spoke the old words, and Agnes listened closely, wanting to learn. Her mother’s voice was a whisper at first but slowly started to build. Lua’s eyes were closed, and she continued to stir the water, moving faster as her voice grew louder.

      

      Agnes’ eyes drifted to the soaring trees that surrounded them. In the darkness, they reminded her of giants, tall and menacing, their branches like arms that reached out to snare her. As Lua’s voice gathered strength, so too did the breeze, carrying with it a cool autumn chill. Though she did not know if the two things were related, Agnes could not discount the possibility either. But Lua had always said she was a girl with a healthy imagination.

      

      Slowly, Lua’s chanting stopped, and she remained perfectly quiet and still for several long moments, and Agnes felt her stomach tightening. The longer the silence lasted, the higher the tension grew in the clearing until a breath of wind caressed her skin that made her flinch. She managed to keep herself from crying out, but just barely.

      

      Finally, Lua looked up from the water and looked at each of them in turn, and Agnes quietly let out a long breath she did not realize she had been holding.

      

      “I have Seen,” Lua said. “A man. He’s in trouble, and he’s fleein’.”

      

      “What’s he fleein’ from, Maither?”

      

      Lua shook her head. “I daenae ken, lass. All I could see was him runnin’.”

      

      “Where was he running to, Maither?” Agnes asked.

      

      “Here,” she replied. “He’s comin’ here. And he’s bringin’ darkness and death with him. And he’ll be known tae one of ye.”

      

      A small gasp escaped Agnes’ mouth, and she exchanged looks of fright with Caoimhe. Their mother did not look troubled. She looked thoughtful. Curious, perhaps. But then she looked at the two of them, and the blood in Agnes’ veins turned to ice. She shivered beneath her mother’s scrutiny, and it was all she could do to hold her gaze.

      

      “What is it, Maither?”

      

      “He’s comin’ for ye,” she said.

      

      “Coming for me? Why would he be coming for me?” Agnes asked, fear lighting her up inside. “I am nobody.”

      

      Lua shook her head. “I daenae for sure. But I’ve Seen ye and him. And ye play a big part in what’s tae come.”

      

      “What’s tae come, Maither?” Caoimhe asked.

      

      “Tis unclear,” she says. “But dark times are upon us. We must be ready.”

      

      As if reacting to her mother’s voice, a strong gust of wind whistled out of the ancient forest that surrounded them with a low, mournful sound. The torches guttered and then went out, plunging them into darkness. But then the clouds above passed, revealing the face of the moon, which shone down upon them, casting them all in a soft, silver glow.

      

      “Come,” Lua said. “We should be away from here.”

      

      Agnes remained rooted to her spot for a moment, looking down into the water of the basin, trying to will herself to See. It was only when Caoimhe took her by the hand and pulled on her that Agnes finally moved. They walked together, hands clasped, and fingers intertwined, several paces behind their mother. Agnes’ belly churned with fear, but she tried to control it. Her sister leaned close enough to her ear that Agnes felt her breath, warm and moist, upon her skin.

      

      “Dark things are afoot in these woods. They’re all around us, Agnes,” Caoimhe whispered. “Can ye feel them?”

      

      As much as she did not want to admit it, Agnes nodded her head. She may not have been gifted with the power of Sight, but she was definitely sensitive to the world around her. She could Feel. And at the moment, she felt as if they were passing through a spiderweb. It was thin and flexible, but as they moved through ever more strands of that silky filament, it would grow stronger, until they could not move at all. And once that happened, the dark things her sister mentioned would be able to descend and devour them at their leisure.

      

      They stepped off the forest path and made it down to their stone and thatch cottage, which stood on the banks of a mighty river. The clouds swallowed up the moon, and darkness descended upon them once more. The orange glow of the fire in the hearth shone from the small, rectangular windows set high off the ground. It was a sight that normally brought Agnes a sense of comfort. Peace. A sense of warmth and home.

      

      But as she stood on the banks of the river, watching the whitecaps of the current as it smashed against the stones in the water, all she felt was fear. It gripped her tightly and would not relinquish its hold. There was something in the air around her that fed the flames of fear, and she could not tell what it was. She could not See it, but she could Feel it.

      

      A man was coming with darkness and death following in his wake. That is what her mother had said. That and Agnes played some role in the events that were to come. Already, she felt the burden of responsibility settling down upon her shoulders, and the icy fingers of her fear clutching her heart.

      

      Agnes looked to the sky, looking for faces in the clouds, but saw nothing. Although she had not been to a proper church in a very long time and drifted further from the teachings of the Bible as the years passed, she crossed herself anyway.

      

      “Agnes, come in now,” her mother’s voice drifted from the open door of their cottage.

      

      “Yes, Maither.”

      

      Agnes turned from the river and walked to the cottage, stopping to adjust the sheela na gigs that stood upon a tree stump outside the door. As she did so, she said a silent word to the Great Mother, who was portrayed in the carvings, asking for protection and courage—asking that no harm comes to her family in the days ahead and the events to come.

      

      Agnes was a young woman who still had a foot in two different worlds, so she felt it could not hurt to double up on the prayers. After all, you never knew who might be listening. Especially now, as they approached Samhain, the time of year when the veil between the world of the living and the world of the dead was the thinnest.

      

      With events in motion she did not yet understand and dark things most certainly afoot in the world, Agnes thought it could not hurt to ask for extra help.
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      Cináed

      

      His heart hammered within his breast, and his throat was dry. Cináed took a drink from his waterskin, hoping it would help settle his nerves. He stared up at the sky and watched the six crows, black as pitch, circling overhead. Then one by one, they swooped down and landed on the tree that stood before the large stone he sat upon.

      

      With the coming of autumn, the tree was bare. The crows alighted on those branches that jutted into the air like skeletal arms that had burst from the wide, thick trunk. Their black, glittering eyes fell on him, and Cináed felt a shiver of discomfort slide through his body. It looked as if the crows were truly seeing him. Seeing through him. Their gruff, throaty caws rang out, sounding like an ominous warning of doom that was descending over him.

      

      As he watched the birds, he searched his mind, trying to recall what his mother had said about crows. Steeped in the old ways, she was always looked for signs and portents. His father, a pious man who believed in the Christian God, had tried to discourage her from her pagan practices. But his love for Cináed ’s mother was so great; he could deny her nothing. Not even her own form of faith. And so, as long as she was careful and only practiced in private, never drawing attention to herself or her beliefs, Cináed ’s father indulged her in the one thing she had ever asked for.

      

      But try as he might, he could not remember what his mother had said about crows.

      

      “I just ken it wasnae good,” he muttered to himself.

      

      He ran his finger along the drawstring on his bow, sorely tempted to fire off a couple of arrows at the crows. But knowing their appearance probably wasn’t a good omen, to begin with, he feared what might happen if he killed one or two of them. Not that he was a firm believer in the old ways. The truth was, Cináed was not sure what he believed. Or if he believed in anything at all.

      

      As the crows continued to caw at him, furthering his discomfort, he got to his feet, then bent down and picked up a rock. He spun and hurled it at the tree. The crows didn’t move until the stone slammed into the trunk, issuing a hard knocking sound. They took wing noisily, flapping away from the tree in unison, and flew off.

      

      “Good riddance tae bad rubbish,” he called after them.

      

      Cináed walked through the open field and found a seldom-used path that cut through the forest that would lead him home. He had told his mother that he was going hunting this morning, but as of yet, he had not even drawn his bow. His heart was not in it today. But he knew he would need to find his good humor before he returned to the village. It was his mother’s naming day after all, and he wanted to ensure she enjoyed her day, rather than wallow in their shared misery.

      

      They were less than a year past his father’s death, and he still weathered the pain of losing as did his mother. It was a heavy burden that weighed them both down, but only when he was alone, away from the eyes of his clan, could Cináed indulge in his grief. As the Laird, he was expected to be strong and to keep his own emotions hidden from the world. He had to project an image of stoic strength. He had to appear unaffected by anything the world threw at him, and handle all challenges with aplomb he often did not feel.

      

      But that was his responsibility as the Laird of his clan. Having seen just twenty-one summers, it was a responsibility Cináed did not feel ready for. But when his father passed, it was thrust upon him, and he had no choice but to take up his father’s mantle.

      

      Cináed thought back to those last days with his father. He had tried so hard to prepare him, trying to impart every bit of wisdom in his head, but his father was having difficulty even drawing breath there by the end. He had watched his father wither, decline, and seem to decay right before his eyes. And the morning he left the world, Cináed was almost relieved. It shamed him to admit that, but he was pleased by the fact that his father was no longer in pain.

      

      His father’s death was expected, but that did not mean it did not hurt. Both he and his mother bore the scars. But Cináed knew it was his responsibility to bear it, move forward, and provide for his clan. He could - and would - honor his father’s memory by being the greatest Laird their clan has ever known.

      

      “There ye are.”

      

      The voice of his best friend - and right arm - Eoghan, pulled him out of his reverie. Eoghan snatched his game back off his belt and looked inside, a small chuckle passing his lips.

      

      “Two rabbits and a squirrel,” he noted.

      

      Cináed shrugged. “A deer wouldnae fit in me bag.”

      

      “Aye,” Eoghan nodded. “That is true.”

      

      They walked through the village together in silence. Eoghan knew better than to ride him too hard about it. He knew Cináed sometimes needed time to himself. He led Eoghan to the village’s great hall and watched as the workers bustled about, setting up the tables for the night’s festivities. On the far side of the hall, Cináed saw the musicians gathered together, practicing and tuning their instruments.

      

      Satisfied that everything was progressing in the hall, they ventured out to the field behind it where games would be played, and more tables were being set up. Cináed knew it was all probably a bit over the top and a bit too extravagant, but he wanted to overwhelm his mother with fun and joy. As hard as his father’s death had hit him, it hit her even harder. She had not been the same since his father died, and although he was not so naive as to think a party would fix everything, he hoped that at least for a night, she could lay her burdens down and enjoy herself.

      

      “Have ye seen Raibert today?” Cináed asked.

      

      “Nay. He’s been scarce all day.”

      

      Cináed nodded. “Can ye take me game bag tae thae kitchens? I need tae see about me maither.”

      

      “Aye. I’ll catch up with ye later.”

      

      Cináed clapped him on the back and headed off, walking toward his family home. It was a small wood and stone keep that had sprouted originally from a large croft house that stood on the shore of the lake. It had a dual-layer of high stone and mortar walls, the space between them filled with earth. A lattice of wood topped it, and that was overlaid with a thick layer of thatch.

      

      His father had continued to build on the home until shortly before he passed, adding a pair of turrets and a sally port in the main gate. Backed up against the lake, the keep was defensible from all sides. From the main hall, had added several different rooms off of the main hall that served as their personal chambers, and continued building out from there. It was small compared to the castles of the English lords, but larger than the rest of the homes in the village, suitable his father had said, for the Laird.

      

      Cináed stepped through the front door of the main hall and gave his eyes a moment to adjust to the sudden dimness. A fire burned low in the round pit in the center of the hall, and against the far wall opposite the door, the Laird’s chair sat atop a raised, stepped platform. A second, smaller chair sat on the step below the Laird’s chair, meant for the Lady. Not that Cináed had any serious prospects for a bride.

      

      He walked through the empty hall and into his mother’s chamber to find her lying on her bed, staring up at the ceiling, a forlorn look upon her face. Cináed had found her like that more times than he could count. He worried about her and hated to see her so consumed by her grief.

      

      When she heard him come in, she sat up and gave him a smile, obviously hoping he did not see her in such a state. As usual, he pretended that he did not notice, which she always seemed to appreciate.

      

      “Good day, Maither,” he said, dropping down onto her bed beside her.

      

      His mother took his hand and gave it a gentle squeeze as a warmer smile, but one that still did not reach her eyes stretched across her lips. With hair the color of spun gold and eyes as blue as the sky, he thought his mother was still a beautiful woman except for the look of grief that permeated all of her features.

      

      “How was thae hunt this morrow, me son?”

      

      “Twas nae very fruitful,” he replied. “I didnae add much tae thae feast tonight.”

      

      Her smile was wan. “Oh yes, thae feast.”

      

      “It’ll be good for ye,” he said. “It’ll also be good for thae clan tae see ye. They love ye well, Maither.”

      

      She nodded. “I ken,” she replied. “And I love them just as well.”

      

      “Then ye need tae come out tonight. Ye need tae dance. Ye need tae laugh,” I tell her. “Ye need tae eat, drink, and make merry. As much for ye as for them.”

      

      Cináed ’s mother laid a hand gently on his cheek and smiled. “I will do me best.”

      

      “This is yer night, Maither,” I say. “Thae whole clan is comin’ out tae celebrate ye. Tae show that they love ye.”

      

      “I think some of them are comin’ for thae free drink,” she says with a smile.

      

      “Aye. That’s probably true.”

      

      They shared a laugh together. It wasn’t much, but it was the first honest laugh Cináed had heard from her in a long while. It was a start. One he hoped they could build on. Perhaps someday in the not too distant future, she would be closer to the woman she used to be again. Cináed held out every hope for that.

      

      He got to his feet and leaned down, placing a gentle kiss atop her head. “I need tae see tae some things,” he said. “But ye get some rest. We’ve got a long, fun night ahead of us.”

      

      She nodded, and he turned, heading out of her chambers. He gave thought to ask her about the significance of the crows but decided he did not want to ruin the mood. It could wait. He was going to ensure that tonight was going to be about nothing more than fun and love if it killed him.
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      Cináed

      

      It was a cool, cloudy night, with the thick clouds, the color of slate blotting out the moonlight entirely. The fire pit in the great hall burned bright, as did the bonfires spread throughout the yard outside. The air around them was saturated with the sound of the musicians playing a lively tune and the laughter of the people as they danced, played games, and made merry.

      

      His mother sat at one of the tables outside, laughing and clapping along in time with the music. Her eyes sparkled, and the smile on her face was wide and genuine, and it filled Cináed ’s heart with a joy he had not known in some time.

      

      “Yer maither seems tae be enjoyin’ herself,” Eoghan grinned.

      

      He nodded. “Aye. She does,” Cináed said and then flashed him a grin. “I think Annag wants ye tae dance with her.”

      

      “Aye. I think she does,” Eoghan replied. “I suppose I should indulge her.”

      

      Cináed walked with his friend as he took Annag by the hand and led her out to where everybody was dancing. Cináed grabbed his mother’s hand, making her laugh and squeal as he pulled her to her feet. He waved to the musicians to keep the lively tune going, and Cináed pulled his mother into the mass of bodies.

      

      They danced until his mother was out of breath and sweat rolled down her face. But she laughed, and she smiled.

      

      “I need a drink,” she said. “And to sit down.”

      

      Cináed followed her to the table and signaled for the wine bearers to bring some refreshments to their table. They arrived a moment later with drinks for them, and both he and his mother fell silent as they drank for a moment. His mother sat back, her breath finally returning.

      

      “Ye shouldnae be spendin’ yer evenin’ with me,” she said. “There are plenty of lasses who’d love tae be dancin’ with ye.”

      

      “And they’ll want tae dance with me tomorrow,” he shrugged. “Tonight’s yer night, Maither.”

      

      She gave him a smile. “Tis very sweet,” she says. “But I’d love tae see ye find a lass tae spend yer time with.”

      

      “And I will,” Cináed said, though it was honestly, the furthest thing from his mind.

      

      “I want tae see yer babies before I d…”

      

      Her words trailed off, and her face darkened as she realized what she was going to say. His mother’s face fell, and a light of sadness entered her eyes once more. Cináed was desperate to banish that darkness and get her back to enjoying her night again.

      

      “Would ye like another honey-sweet cake?” he offered.

      

      She smiled and put her hand on her stomach. “I think I’ve had tae many sweet cakes already.”

      

      He laughed. “Tis yer namin’ day. There’s no such thing as too many,” he said and jumped to his feet. “Ye sit tight. I’m goin’ tae find ye another sweet cake.”

      

      Cináed worked his way back through the crowd, stopping to talk to half a dozen different women who were all vying for his attention. Cináed knew that eventually, he would have to wed. He knew he needed to produce an heir. But he felt even less ready for that than he did when he ascended to the Lairdship. That was something, though, that he could kick down the road for a little while. At least that was within his control.

      

      He was hot and sweating, despite the coolness of the evening. What he wanted was some water. Cináed walked around the side of the great hall and came in through a door in the rear that let him in behind the podium where the Laird’s chair sat. This section was sectioned off from the rest of the hall by large tapestries that hung from the wooden lattice overhead.

      

      The hall was relatively quiet. There were far fewer people in the hall… most of them older people who had no desire to be outside dancing, gaming, or carrying on. It was quiet enough that he could hear, very clearly, the voice of his uncle Raibert. He had to be sitting in the Laird’s chair. The second voice was Raibert’s oldest friend, Ranald. He would not have given it a second thought, but for hearing his name mentioned in their conversation. Curious, he leaned closer to the tapestry, so he was hidden, but still able to hear.

      

      “Aye,” Raibert said. “Thae lad shouldnae be thae Laird. He’s tae young. Inexperienced. Nor dae, I think he even wants tae be Laird.”

      

      “Aye. I got that sense from him,” Ranald replied. “Ye ask me, I think he’s tae weak tae be a Laird.”

      

      “Aye. He is nae as strong as his faither was,” Raibert agreed. “Nor is he as strong as I am.”

      

      Cináed rolled his eyes. He was not sure how Ranald would have gotten that sense from him when the two had not conversed but a handful of times… and never about him being Laird. They only spoke usually when Ranald was complaining about one thing or another. But that his uncle thought he was weak was something new. And if he was honest with himself, his uncle’s words hurt. They bothered him on a deep level.

      

      “So what are ye goin’ tae dae,” Ranald pressed.

      

      “I daenae yet,” Raibert replied. “But somethin’ needs tae be done. That much is sure to me.”

      

      “It’d be a shame if somethin’ happened tae thae lad,” Ranald said.

      

      “It would at that,” Raibert replied. “Thae lad goes huntin’ a lot. Ye never ken what might happen out there in the forest.”

      

      “I’ve heard of men goin’ out there who were never seen again,” Ranald added.  “Lots of animals out there can eat a man whole.”

      

      They both laughed as if it was the funniest jest they had ever heard. Cináed ’s jaw was clenched, and his hands balled into fists.

      

      “I tell ye though, I’d feel bad for the Lady Freya.”

      

      “Aye. I daenae ken thae lad’s maither would survive it,” his uncle replied. “She’s teeterin’ on thae edge as it is.”

      

      “Tis a shame. She’s a beautiful lass.”

      

      “She is,” Raibert agreed. “I tell ye, I’d like tae share a bed with her.”

      

      Cináed ’s face burned as he listened to them. The rage within him, when they spoke of his mother, flared bright and hot. Cináed would have been well within his rights as Laird to step in right then and there and had them taken and thrown into a cell. What they were talking about was tantamount to treason.

      

      He and his uncle had never gotten on all that well. And Cináed knew it was because Raibert believed he should have been named the Laird, rather than his father. And once his father died, Raibert once again made it known he thought he should have been named Laird, rather than himself. It was as if Raibert did not know how the line of succession worked. Or, more likely, he did not care.

      

      And ever since Cináed had ascended to the Laird’s seat, Raibert had been working to undermine him. Nothing overt, and nothing obvious, but Raibert spoke to a lot of people within the clan. He had been told that they had heard his uncle whispering poisoned words in many ears, trying to turn the clan against him.

      

      That too was treason. A crime that was punishable by a trip to the headsman. Cináed had held off, not wanting to cause dissension among the clan, nor wanting to kill his family. It was not like there were many of them left as it was. Deep down, Cináed had hoped that Raibert would come around. That his uncle would come to embrace him as both a nephew and as his Laird.

      

      Though the burden of responsibility that lay upon his shoulders was tremendous, and though it was true that he did not always want it, Cináed had done everything in his power to be a good Laird. To be the kind of Laird his father had taught him to be. The kind of Laird, his father, would be proud of.

      

      But his uncle could not let go of his resentments. Raibert was unable to let go of his own desire and ambition to be the clan’s Laird and accept that he would never be that. It broke his heart and filled him with frustration and anger that Raibert would put him in this position. It had been easy to dismiss the rumors of his disloyalty because Cináed had not heard his uncle speak those words himself.

      

      But now he had. He had heard his uncle’s treasonous, poisonous words with his own ears. And it demanded a response. It demanded Cináed do that which he most loathed to do. He had no choice now.

      

      Cináed turned and walked back outside, deciding against water, and feeling like he needed something stronger. Maybe a lot of something stronger.

      

      “Somethin’ does need tae be done, Uncle,” he muttered to himself. “Somethin’ will be done.”

      

      But Cináed decided that it would not be tonight. This night was about his mother, and he did not want to ruin it. But come the morrow, he was going to take action and put a stop to this treason once and for all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Cináed

      

      “What troubles ye?” Eoghan’s voice sounded behind him.

      

      Cináed sat at a table on the edge of the open field and had been watching the revelers dancing by the bonfire, the sounds of their laughter and the music echoing out into the night. He glanced up to see Eoghan taking a seat at his table, a mug of ale in his hand, and a wide smile on his face.

      

      “Where is Annag?” Cináed asked. “Shouldnae ye be givin’ her thae night of her life instead of fussin’ about with me?”

      

      “Cannae I dae both?” Eoghan grinned.

      

      Cináed laughed. “Ye bleedin’ dobber.”

      

      A moment of silence stretched out between them, and Eoghan looked closer at him, causing Cináed to shift on his seat, feeling uncomfortable beneath his friend’s scrutiny. He turned and watched his mother dancing and clapping along with the music, her laughter sounded like music on the nighttime air, and she had a wide smile on her face; something he had not seen since his father passed.

      

      “She looks happy,” Cináed noted. “Tis good tae see.”

      

      “Aye,” Eoghan agreed. “Seems a long while since I’ve seen her smile.”

      

      “Aye. Me tae.”

      

      “Seriously, though,” Eoghan said. “I can see somethin’s troublin’ ye. What is it?”

      

      Cináed pursed his lips and thought about it. He knew he was going to have to do something about Raibert. That was his responsibility. But he did not want to involve Eoghan just in case things did not go well. Cináed didn’t think it would lead to violence, but when he listened to Raibert speaking earlier, he had heard the venom in his voice. Which meant he couldn’t entirely dismiss the possibility either.

      

      “Cináed, tell me,” he pressed. “I daenae ken what’s happened, but ye need nae carry thae burden alone.”

      

      Cináed looked down at the ground beneath his feet, his mind spinning as he thought about all he had heard his uncle saying, still uncertain how to best handle it.

      

      “Ye can tell me, or I can beat it out of ye,” Eoghan laughed.

      

      Cináed finally smiled and looked up at his friend. With another sigh, he launched into his story. Eoghan listened to it all with an expression of stunned disbelief. And when he was done, Eoghan ran a hand over his face and blew out a long breath. But then a look of absolute steel entered in his eyes, and he set his jaw firmly.

      

      “Well then, we need tae arrest yer uncle for treason,” he said.

      

      “Aye. He needs tae be dealt with,” Cináed agreed. “But I also need some dirt on him. I need tae prove he’s in thae wrong here.”

      

      “We ken he’s in thae wrong.”

      

      “We dae at that. But ye ken people only believe what they can see,” Cináed said evenly. “I ken some in thae clan are uneasy about me father’s passin’. They’re uneasy about me. And they’ll like as not be more willin’ tae listen to him, even if all he spews is lies and slander.”

      

      Eoghan sighed and remained silent for a moment, and Cináed could see that his friend knew he was right. They both sat quietly for a while, watching the revelers near the fire, but both lost in thought. Cináed could denounce his uncle as a liar and a usurper, but unless he had proof to show that Raibert was not working in the best interest of the clan, his words would only find deaf ears.

      

      So great was the unease and suspicion about him - due in large part to the unease people had about his mother and her stubborn insistence on clinging to the old ways - that people would likely give ear to Raibert.

      

      So lost in his thoughts was Cináed, that Annag suddenly materialized, as if out of thin air, a sweet and slightly lovesick smile upon her lips. She looked at him as she grabbed hold of Eoghan’s hand.

      

      “I must insist on taking this lad from ye for a wee bit,” she laughed. “He still owes me a dance.”

      

      “Then he should pay what he owes,” Cináed said, forcing a smile onto his face.

      

      Eoghan got to his feet, and as Annag began dragging him back toward the fire where the revelers were dancing, he cut a glance back at Cináed.

      

      “We’ll talk about this soon,” he said ominously. “We need tae dae somethin’ about this.”

      

      He watched the people dancing, little more than silhouettes against the writhing, churning flames of the bonfire. Though he wanted to feel the joy of the night, what he had heard his uncle saying sapped any enjoyment he might have felt. Now all he felt was a wave of anger that burned as bright and intense as the fire. He turned it over and over in his mind but still could not figure out how best to handle the situation.

      

      “Cináed MacLeod!”

      

      His uncle’s voice rang out, loud and clear, shattering the festive atmosphere, his words edged with fury. Cináed turned to see his uncle with his two closest friends flanking him. Raibert’s face burned with rage, and all carried naked blades in their hands. All of the revelers in the open field cleared away, everybody standing as far away from Cináed as possible, the murmur of voices sounded like a flock of chattering geese to his ears.

      

      “Raibert, what is thae meaning of this?”

      

      Cináed grabbed his mother’s hand as she flew past him, on her way to confront her dead husband’s brother. She fought and struggled in his grasp, but Cináed held her tight, turning her to face him.

      

      “Leave it be, Maither. I daenae want ye mixed up in this,” he said. “I’ll handle this.”

      

      She shook her head. “Cináed -”

      

      He cut her off with a withering glare. “This is nae yer fight, Maither,” he said. “I daenae want ye tae be hurt. Please. Go home, Maither. I’ll be along directly.”

      

      “For once, I agree with thae lad,” Raibert said. “Go home. This isnae yer fight.”

      

      She turned and spat at his feet. “There should be nae fight tae be had,” she hissed. “Cináed is yer nephew. He’s yer Laird.”

      

      “Is he now?” Raibert chuckled, exchanging glances with his lads. “Go home, lass.”

      

      “Please, Maither. Go.”

      

      She looked ready to argue further, but Cináed just shook his head. She lowered her eyes, a sigh passing her lips. After planting a kiss on Cináed ’s forehead and casting a final, dark glare at Raibert, she turned and dashed off into the darkness. Nobody else, though, seemed to have moved a muscle. Other than the sound of the bonfire cracking and popping, the field remained unnaturally silent. Cináed felt the weight of so many eyes on him. The pressure of their gaze almost had a physical weight to it, as they watched, eagerly anticipating the sight of bloodshed, curious to see how this would all play out.

      

      When he knew he commanded the attention of everybody still gathered in the field, Raibert stepped up onto a table. He paused for a moment, taking the time to look out at everybody standing in the field as he tapped the point of his sword against the wood beneath his feet.

      

      “I stand before ye all tae denounce this impostor,” he intoned. “This man who’d be our Laird is nae but a coward. A traitor.”

      

      “Ye’d name me a coward and a traitor, would ye?” I spit.

      

      “Aye. I dae,” Raibert replied, then turned to the gathered crowd. “It seems our young Laird here’s been makin’ secret deals with Clan MacKeen. Seems he’s goin’ tae be givin’ away some of our land in exchange for gold. For fightin’ men. He wants tae rule this clan like the bleedin’ Ainglish rule Scotland.”

      

      “Ye’re a bleedin’ liar,” Cináed hissed.

      

      “Aye. Tis true,” Ranald spoke up. “I heard thae lad makin’ thae deal with Angus MacKeen meself not a fortnight past.”

      

      “Stop yer lyin’, or I’ll cut thae tongue from yer head,” Cináed hissed.

      

      “Cut me tongue out? Why? So ye can silence me?” Raibert mocked. “Tis time we heard thae truth of things. Tis time we ken what kinda man ye are.”

      

      “I am me faither’s son,” Cináed growled. “And I am thae Laird-”

      

      “Speakin’ of Connor… I have questions about thae way yer faither - me braither - died. I’ve had questions since thae day ye brought his body home,” Raibert hissed. “I ken more happened out on that huntin’ trip than ye’re tellin’ us.”

      

      “What are ye sayin’, Uncle?”

      

      “In addition tae a coward and a traitor, I name ye a murderer,” Raibert spat. “And I want ye arrested so we can try ye.”

      

      “Ye’re out of yer bleedin’ mind.”

      

      But even as the words passed his lips, Raibert’s men were closing in on him, swords bared, malice in their eyes. The atmosphere in the field was filled with tension and the whispered threat of violence. And Cináed knew in his heart that if his uncle’s men took him away, his life was as good as forfeit. He had no doubt he would be killed “trying to escape.” So he surprised them all by going on the offensive.

      

      Cináed ran straight at Ranald, whom he knew was deep in his cups, and not all that capable with a blade when he was sober anyway. He launched himself at the man, driving his fist into Ranald’s face with a satisfying crunch. Blood erupted from the man’s nose and mouth, but as he moved past him, making his play for the safety of the darkened forest, Ranald lashed out with his sword, opening a gash across Cináed ’s stomach. He grunted but shut out the pain as best he could, and sprinted off into the gloomy shelter of the trees.

      

      It all happened in the blink of an eye, and nobody moved, stunned expressions on all the faces he saw. Nobody said a thing. And as he ran past the gathered crowd, Cináed wasn’t sure anybody was actually breathing. But as he hopped the low wall that surrounded the field, chaos erupted behind him.

      

      “Catch him,” Raibert roared. “Catch him and bring thae bleedin’ traitor to me!”

      

      Cináed plunged into the forest that surrounded the village as behind him, the raised voices of his pursuers echoed through the darkness. He gritted his teeth and ran as fast as he dared, doing his best to avoid tripping over a root or turning his ankle in a hole on the path. The only solace he had was that his pursuers would encounter the same difficulty, but Cináed hoped they would not be as careful as he.

      

      Knowing he could not go home, that by now, Raibert probably had men there, watching and waiting. He needed a horse. Supplies. Without provisions and a horse, Cináed did not think he would get very far. He made a silent vow to return. To take back what was rightfully his. He swore it on his father’s name and by the blood that now spilled from him, seeping into the earth beneath his feet.

      

      But he winced, grimacing at the pain in his belly and knew before he could do that, he needed to get someplace safe where he could heal. And he wasn’t going to make it far on foot. Cináed knew that more like than not, if he did not have his wound tended to, he would slip into his eternal sleep out there among the trees.

      

      “Tis nae goin’ tae happen,” he growled through gritted teeth. “I am goin’ tae make Raibert pay for what he’s done.”

      

      Cutting through the undergrowth, Cináed paused near a tree to catch his breath for a moment. The echoing voice of his pursuers was a distant echo. They seemed to be going the wrong way, and he let out a sigh of relief. Cináed did not linger long, though. He knew it was only a matter of time before they came back this way, so he circled back through the woods and paused at the edge of the tree line behind Eoghan’s home.

      

      Crouching behind a thick screen of bushes, Cináed scanned the area, looking for Raibert’s men. He did not see any, so in a soft rustle of leaves, he quietly crept out of them and made his way to his friend’s barn, slipping in through a door that had been left open. Most of the inside was dark as pitch, but he could hear the horses in their stalls on either side of him. The air smelled of hay and dung, and thin beams of moonlight slashed down through the thatch overhead.

      

      “Cináed.”

      

      The sudden voice in the darkness startled him, and he jumped, preparing to run when Eoghan stepped into one of the thin shafts of silvery moonlight. He quickly pulled Cináed into a friendly embrace, thumping him on the back.

      

      “I was afraid they’d run ye down,” Eoghan said.

      

      “Nae yet. But they’re tryin’,” Cináed replied. “I daenae expect it tae be long before they come here.”

      

      “Aye, thae bastards,” Eoghan growled. “I daenae ken how anybody can believe that lyin’ snake.”

      

      Cináed shook his head. “Nor me. But that’s nae me biggest concern right now,” he said. “I need tae get away from here.

      

      It was then Eoghan’s eyes widened as he saw the wound across Cináed ’s midsection.

      

      “Ye’re bleedin’,” he gasped.

      

      “Tends tae happen when ye’re sliced with a blade.”

      

      As if talking about it somehow made the wound react, Cináed grimaced as a bolt of pain flashed through him. Eoghan reached out, steadying him.

      

      “Ye’re in nay shape tae ride,” he said.

      

      “I’ll be in worse shape if I stay,” Cináed replied. “Raibert means tae kill me.”

      

      Eoghan sighed. “Aye. But ye need tae get that tended tae.”

      

      “Aye,” he said. “Tis nae as bad as it looks, though. Tis shallow.”

      

      Cináed watched as Eoghan stepped to one of the stalls and opened the door. He led a tall, dapple gray mare out into the barn and handed the reins over to Cináed, who noticed that bags laden with supplies had been attached to the saddle. He looked up at Eoghan, who grinned at me.

      

      “I figured ye’d be headin’ this way at some point,” he said. “I kent it best if I had her ready for ye.”

      

      “Ye’re nae me best friend for nothin’.”

      

      “I may be yer only friend right now.”

      

      Cináed laughed and then grimaced as the pain in his belly reverberated through his entire body. Concern flashed through Eoghan’s face.

      

      “Ride east. There are healers in a village a couple days ride from here. They’ll see tae yer wounds,” he said. “Find me friend, Caoimhe. She lives with her ma and sister. Tell them I sent ye, and they’ll care for ye.”

      

      Cináed nodded. “Aye,” he said, clasping his friend’s arm. “Thank ye, Eoghan.”

      

      He embraced his friend again, wincing once more as pain racked him from head to toe. As they stepped back, the doors to the barn were flung open, and two of Raibert’s men carrying torches in one hand, blades in the other stood there, glaring balefully at Cináed.

      

      “Out thae back,” Eoghan said. “Hurry.”

      

      Cináed leaped into the saddle and had to fight off a bout of lightheadedness as a near blinding pain that cut through him.

      

      “Daenae move,” the first man said. “In thae name of thae Laird.”

      

      “Go, Cináed,” Eoghan cried. “I’ll buy ye some time.”

      

      Cináed nudged his horse in the ribs, sending it sprinting toward the back doors of the barn. As he neared the door, the sound of steel ringing on steel rang through the air, and he cut a glance back over his shoulder. He saw Eoghan trying to hold both of the men at bay, hacking and slashing at them with his own blade. They had no choice but to abandon the chase to defend themselves or be cut down by Eoghan, who was one of the most skilled swordsmen he had ever known.

      

      Cináed galloped down the wide, dirt road that led out of the village. Though he worried about the fate of his friend, he knew Eoghan well enough to know he would find some way out of the mess he’d created for himself by helping him. All Cináed needed to do was focus on getting away from his village. Away from Raibert.

      

      All he needed to do was keep himself from bleeding out so he could return at some point and put his uncle down like the filthy cur he was. He rode hard, long into the night, putting miles between himself and his pursuers.

      

      But as his horse walked through the gloom of the forest along a narrow path, the trees pressed close on either side, Cináed felt himself growing weaker. Dizzy. The pain from the slash in his belly radiated through his entire body. Darkness crept in at the edges of his vision, and he slumped forward. There was a moment of weightlessness, and then he crashed to the ground with a hard thud.

      

      And then all was black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Agnes

      

      She moved through the woods collecting herbs for Lua, who needed them for her various elixirs and poultices. The morning was cool, and a thick mist hugged the ground, curling about her ankles as she walked.

      

      Agnes hummed to herself, breathing deeply of the rich, earthy aroma that filled the air. Sunlight slanted down from the thick canopy overhead, and the trilling sound of birds in the branches filled her ears. Agnes loved being out in the woods, walking among the trees, letting the natural world fill her soul.

      

      She had been a very small child when she was left with Lua. Agnes never knew her mother, and Lua would never speak of the woman. As far as Lua was concerned, Agnes was her child, and that was that. And though Agnes did love Lua like she was her own mother, Caoimhe as her own sister, there was always something within her that made her feel like an outsider. As if she did not entirely belong.

      

      It was nothing Lua or Caoimhe had ever done that made her feel that way. They had never been anything but warm and welcoming. They had only loved her like she was truly their own kin. But that feeling of being different than they, of being an outsider, continued to linger in her own mind for reasons she did not understand. And Agnes suspected it always wood, for she was not truly of this world.

      

      Oh, Lua taught her of the old ways. Lua shared her knowledge of the natural world, of the healing properties of various roots and herbs. She taught her of the old gods and the ancient practices, and of the new religion and new ways. It was not as a means of showing her that one way was better than the other. It was simply because she wanted Agnes to have a wide knowledge and understanding of the world. Because she wanted Agnes to discover for herself who she truly was.

      

      Which was part of the problem… Agnes had no idea who she was or who she wanted to be.

      

      She felt torn in two. She was English by birth, but Scottish by her rearing. She felt as if she had a foot in two different worlds, but was not truly a part of either. But perhaps that was her fault. Lua and Caoimhe had never treated her as being different. They embraced her as one of them. But Agnes could never stop thinking of the mother who left her on Lua’s doorstep, to begin with. Her mind was plagued with questions… why had she left her with Lua? Was it something she had done? Did her birth mother not love or want her?

      

      Though the questions were many and unrelenting, Agnes knew she might live her entire life without ever learning their answers. She often tried to tell herself because she would never have those answers; she should just embrace the life Lua had given her. But she found it difficult to fully give herself over to it when there was so much she didn’t know.

      

      Still humming a tune to herself, Agnes knelt down beside a stream and picked several stalks of foxglove. The burbling sound of the stream beside her filled Agnes’ ears with its pleasant sound, drawing a smile across her lips. And she had to wonder if her birth mother had not left her with Lua, whether or not she would appreciate the world and its beautiful, natural bounty the way she did.

      

      As she stood up, the sound of a horse whickering nearby sent a bolt of fear shooting through her. They did not get many visitors out this way, and it always made her feel nervous when somebody came by unexpectedly.

      

      “Tis probably someone come to see Lua,” she whispered to herself. “Somebody needin’ a remedy and nothin’ more.”

      

      Agnes hid behind the large, wide truck of an ancient tree and peered around carefully as the sound of the horse’s heavy footfalls rustled the undergrowth. Her eyes widened in surprise, though, when she saw the horse was riderless. Agnes looked around, searching for the rider among the trees and bushes, but saw nobody. She strained her ears, listening closely, but heard nobody either.

      

      Her body still tense, and her heart thudding hard in her chest, Agnes stepped around the tree and warily crept to the horse. It was saddled, and there were full bags of supplies, she supposed, attached to it. But no rider. Agnes reached a hand out and stroked the muzzle of the tall, dapple gray mare.

      

      “Easy,” she said slowly as the horse flinched. “You are all right. Nobody’s going to hurt you.”

      

      The mare stamped and pawed at the ground, seeming to be agitated. Agnes had a way with animals, though, and as she stroked the mare’s neck, she seemed to calm. Gently picking up the reins, Agnes stepped to the side of the horse to inspect the bags of good she carried. It was then she noticed the blood on the saddle—a lot of it.

      

      “Oh, dear,” she whispered.

      

      Agnes looked around for a moment and finally found the path the horse had trod through the undergrowth. Leading the mare by the reins, she led her back the way she had come. A nervous flutter passed through Agnes’ heart. She knew blood on the saddle was a sure sign that something bad had happened. But she worried that whoever had bled onto the saddle was out there, hurt—possibly dying if they weren’t dead already.

      

      And Agnes felt it was her duty to find out which it was. To render aid, if possible. If it wasn’t too late. She could not see something like that and pretend she did not. That was not how Lua had raised her, and it went against every instinct within her.

      

      Using skills Lua had taught her, Agnes followed the path of trampled bushes and broken branches for nearly half an hour before nearly tripping over the man she had been searching for. He was half-hidden by the foliage of the forest, and when she pushed the branches away, she saw that his skin was waxy. Pale. His eyes were unfocused, and she could practically smell death wafting off his skin.

      

      She looked down and saw the neat slice through his belly. It was not deep and did not appear to have hit anything important with him. But he had bled. A lot. His saffron-colored tunic was stained crimson, the drier parts of it looking a crusted brown color.

      

      He was pale and drawn, and for a moment, Agnes feared that she was too late. That he had bled out and expired before she had gotten there. But then he groaned. It was low and weak, but he had definitely made a noise. Excitement and a heady dose of fear burst within her, and Agnes quickly began to rush about, gathering items she needed to make a quick poultice.

      

      When she had everything, she knelt down beside the man and started to put it together. He was still bleeding, and Agnes knew she needed to staunch the flow before he really did bleed out.

      

      “Help,” he croaked.

      

      “That is what I am trying to do,” she said. “Now, just lie still.”

      

      “Caoimhe.”

      

      His voice was low and raspy. Weak. He was awake and alert again, but he was fading. His words, though, turned her blood to ice. Agnes turned to him, her insides churning wildly.

      

      “What did you say?” she asked, her voice trembling.

      

      “Cao…” his words were cut off by a wet, ragged cough. The man drew a long, shuddering breath and looked at her. “Caoimhe?”

      

      “How do you know her?” Agnes snapped.

      

      Another cough, and when she looked down, she saw fresh blood seeping from his wound. She quickly put together the poultice and applied it firmly to the slash in his stomach. He winced and groaned miserably, making Agnes grit her teeth, a wave of sympathy washing through her. It was quickly overwhelmed, though, by her curiosity and her fear.

      

      She had no idea who this man was or how he knew her sister. That he had uttered Caoimhe’s name, though, told Agnes that she had to remain alert. On guard. He was obviously from one of the surrounding clans, but outside of going to market, she and her family rarely had dealings with the clans. And that worried her.

      

      It worried her, too, that he had been gashed across the stomach like he had been. It meant there had been some sort of a fight and that he was on the run. Perhaps he was a criminal. Thief? Rapist? Murderer?

      

      She did not know, but Agnes was also not going to refuse aid to this man when, for all she knew, he could have been set upon by brigands. He needed help, and Agnes was going to see that he got it.

      

      “Can you stand?” she asked. “I need to get you somewhere safe. You are wounded and need help.”

      

      “I ken, I’m wounded,” he gasped. “I’m covered in me own piss and blood.”

      

      She gaped at him for a long moment, shocked that even in his condition, he could be so bold and so cavalier. Pushing it aside, though, Agnes chalked it up to delirium from his wound.

      

      “Can you stand?” she asked.

      

      “I can try.”

      

      It took some doing, but with her help, she got the wounded man to his feet. He was a large lad, about a hand taller than she, with hair the color of sand, and eyes the color of the sea. He was broad-shouldered, thick through the chest and arms. And although his face was marred by mud and blood, she could see he was handsome, with a jaw that was strong and high, sharp cheekbones.

      

      He staggered, pulling her attention away from musing over his physical attributes and back to the situation at hand. The man’s eyes fluttered, but he managed to stay on his feet… if only just barely. Agnes feared that he might swoon and collapse, and if he did, she knew she was not strong enough to get him to his feet again, so she reached up and slapped him across the cheek. The man’s eyes flew open, and he stared at her, his gaze coming into sharper focus. She nodded.

      

      “What is your name?” she asked.

      

      “Cináed,” he replied.

      

      “Good. Okay, Cináed, I need you to climb onto your horse,” she told him. “I do not believe you can walk the whole way, and I cannot carry you. Can you do that? Can you get onto your horse for me?”

      

      He nodded. “Aye. I think so.”

      

      She held onto him and helped as much as she could while Cináed climbed back onto the horse. Once he was well seated, he slumped forward, his face etched in pain.

      

      “Hold on to the reins as tight as you can,” she warned. “I do not want you to fall from the horse.”

      

      He nodded and grimaced, his entire body seeming to tighten in agony. Agnes took hold of the reins and, moving as quickly as she dared, led the horse - and the wounded man - back to Lua’s cottage, her heart fluttering like the wings of a bird the whole time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Agnes

      

      “Well, what are ye doin’ bringin’ a bleedin’ stranger into our home then?” Caoimhe gaped at her.

      

      “The man is hurt and needed help,” Agnes explained. “Maither would have done the same.”

      

      “Ye daenae ken that.”

      

      “I do. She has done it before, has she not? Brought a stranger home? Given him aid?”

      

      Caoimhe blew out a long breath but did not answer right away, knowing Agnes was right. Lua was not the most hospitable or gregarious person, but she cared for people and would never leave anybody to suffer and die if she could help it.

      

      “He’s been cut by a blade, Agnes,” she pressed. “He could be a killer for all we ken.”

      

      “You don’t think I considered that, Sister?” Agnes shot back. “And it is just as possible that he was set upon by killers himself. That he perhaps, escaped an attack.”

      

      Caoimhe paced the front room of their cottage, her arms folded across her breasts, a scowl on her face. Agnes had gotten Cináed home, though there were a few times, she thought he would topple from the saddle. He had hung on, though. And he had somehow managed to stay awake and alert the whole time.

      

      Once they had arrived at the cottage, though, Caoimhe helped her get the man settled onto a pallet of straw in the corner of Lua’s herb shack, and after taking a cup of water, he was spent. It was as if he had held the exhaustion and pain at bay long enough for them to get there, and when they did, he could hold it off no longer. He was asleep nearly the moment his head hit the straw.

      

      Agnes had checked on him several times since arriving home and finding Lua gone. He seemed to be taking a fever. His breath was shallow and ragged, and although she had some skill and was learning more with every passing day, their mother was the most talented healer she had ever seen. Agnes hoped the man would be able to hold out until she returned home.

      

      “Where is Maither?” she finally asked.

      

      “She went into the village to pick up some supplies.”

      

      Agnes sighed and joined her sister in pacing the front room of the cottage. Her insides were roiling, and her heart was thundering inside of her. Agnes feared for the man, but she also feared her mother’s reaction. She had no doubt Lua would want to help the man. But Caoimhe was not wrong when she said her mother would not be well-pleased. Although their mother had brought sick and injured people for treatment, they had been people from the village. People they at least had a passing acquaintance with.

      

      This man, though, he was a stranger to them. And what was more, he was a stranger with a wound made by a sword or a dagger. People did not usually receive wounds from a blade in honest pursuits. Agnes clung to the belief that his wound was because he was the victim of something odious and not the nefarious man her sister worried he was.

      

      “I cannae believe ye kent bringin’ him back here was thae right thing tae dae,” Caoimhe muttered.

      

      Agnes rounded on her sister, frustration and anger twisting her features. Her sister sometimes talked down to her. Was condescending to her. There were times when Caoimhe’s thoughtless words made Agnes feel like a fool. And idiot. It was not often, and Agnes did not believe it was intended to make her feel the way she sometimes did, but every once in a while, Caoimhe pushed her to a breaking point.

      

      “And what was I supposed to do, Sister? Leave him out in the forest to die from his wounds?” she spat. “Leave him there to be eaten by the animals? Please tell me, Sister… what would you have done?”

      

      Caoimhe opened her mouth to reply but closed it again. Agnes knew the truth of things… that if it had been her sister who’d found the man, she would have brought him back as well. But Caoimhe was a worrier. And after the evening in the woods when Lua had Seen, her sister had worried more—fear seeming to intensify as they drew closer to Samhain.

      

      Caoimhe finally stopped pacing and sat down on the furs spread out before the fire pit in the center of the cottage. The embers burned low, and she added a few logs. They caught almost immediately, and the fire curled itself around the wood, flames lazily licking at the air. She turned to Agnes, the look of worry on her face growing stronger.

      

      “Dae ye think this was thae man Maither warned us of?” she asked. “That night in the woods when she Saw. Dae ye think she was talkin’ about him?”

      

      It was a question Agnes had pondered at length. But she still could not say she was certain one way or the other. Most of her wanted to say no, that it could not be possible that this was the man Lua had seen coming into their lives. Who was going to spend their lives and usher in death along with him? But she knew it not only to be possible but likely that this was the man Lua had foreseen for one simple reason.

      

      “I do not know for sure,” Agnes said. “But he knows you. Just like Maither said he would.”

      

      Caoimhe looked like she had swallowed a lemon, her face going through several different expressions, all of them looking like she had just bitten into something sour. It took her a moment to get herself back under control, but she blew out a long breath, then looked back up at her.

      

      “He kens me?” she asked. “What dae ye mean he kens me?”

      

      Agnes dropped down onto the furs beside her sister, fear making her heart stutter within her breast, as her stomach roiled like an angry ocean. She looked into her sister’s eyes, a small frown pulling the corners of her mouth down.

      

      “When I found him in the bushes, he said your name,” Agnes told her. “Just like Maither said-”

      

      “That is impossible,” Caoimhe interrupted. “I do not know this man.”

      

      “And yet, he knows you.”

      

      Caoimhe shook her head. “I dae nae know how that’s possible.”

      

      “Maither Saw it, Sister,” Agnes said.

      

      “Aye. She did. But I daenae ken how.”

      

      To Agnes, her sister looked stunned by the fact that their mother’s vision had come to pass. Neither of them doubted their mother had the gift of Sight. But never before had she had such a dark, dire vision. To know this man brought death and destruction in his wake had tendrils of fear coiling inside the both of them, wrapping their ice-cold tentacles around their hearts.

      

      “Think, Caoimhe,” Agnes pressed. “Have you never seen him before? Not at the market? Not-”

      

      She shook her head. “I’ve never seen him before in me life, Agnes. Never,” she said, her voice thick with dread. “I daenae ken what this means.”

      

      “Nor do I,” Agnes replied. “But Maither seemed disturbed by her vision.”

      

      “Aye. And very little disturbs her.”

      

      Agnes nodded in agreement. Lua truly was one of the strongest women she knew. Nothing got under her skin. She was strong as an ox and as unmovable as a mountain. If she had ever felt fear, Agnes had never seen it. The old woman was tough as boiled leather and fearless… and Agnes admired her.

      

      “We need tae ask her what it all means,” Caoimhe said.

      

      Agnes nodded. “We do-”

      

      The fire before Agnes guttered as a strong gust of wind pushed open the door, drawing a shiver out of her. Standing in the doorway stood a grim-faced Lua, framed by the dying light of the day and the stone-gray clouds in the sky.

      

      “So, I see me vision is comin’ true, eh?”

    

  







            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Cináed

      

      Pain radiated through every inch of his body, and he groaned. But at least the pain told him he wasn’t dead. That was something. He cracked open his eyes and found himself staring at a roof of thatch he did not recognize. He racked his brain but could not. But then, as he tried to think back, everything after his flight from his village and Raibert was hazy. He couldn’t remember.

      

      He tried to sit up, but the pain in his stomach reminded him that he had been wounded. He squeezed his eyes shut and gritted his teeth, trying to will the pain to subside.

      

      “Ye’d be better off nae movin’ for a bit. But if ye dae, hold thae poultice to yer gut, lad. Hold it tight.”

      

      The woman’s voice cut into his thoughts, and his eyes flew open. Pain or not, he quickly sat up straight, doing his best to stifle his cry. He was not entirely successful. But he did as she said, holding the poultice to his wound, and then he was sitting up and could see the woman who had spoken. She was older. Her black hair shot through with gray hanging to the middle of a back that was slightly bowed and stooped. Her skin was lined, weathered, and had the golden color of a woman who spent a lot of time outdoors.

      

      She stared at Cináed with a keen interest in eyes that were quick and intelligent. She may have been a bit long in years, a bit bent by time, but Cináed could see she had lost nothing in her mind.

      

      “Wh - who are you?” he asked, his face contorted with pain.

      

      An enigmatic smile touched her lips as she poured some tea into a clay mug. The woman added a dash of powder and stirred it around before standing from the stool she had been sitting on and walking over to him.

      

      “Drink this tonic,” she said, offering him the mug. “It’ll help dull yer pain.”

      

      Cináed took the mug but looked down into it skeptically. Raising it to his nose, he took a sniff of it as the older woman scoffed and waved her hand at him.

      

      “If I’d wanted tae kill ye, I’d have done it while ye were sleepin’, eh?”

      

      Cináed gave her a small smile and a shrug, grimacing with the effort. He could not deny the logic. The old woman had not brought him in here, out of the elements, only to let him rest, then kill him when he awoke. He drank down the tonic and almost immediately began to feel the pain that gripped his body, beginning to ease. He let out a loud sigh of contentment, then drained the last of what was in his mug.

      

      As his pain ebbed, his mind became clearer. The bits and pieces of his flight through the forest became longer memories. It was still slightly fragmented, but he remembered the fight with Raibert’s men. He remembered being in Eoghan’s barn… and the thought of his friend pierced his heart with a lance of pain. The last he’d seen, Eoghan had been crossing swords with two of Raibert’s men. Though he knew of nobody better with a blade in his hand, Cináed still worried for his friend.

      

      Cináed recalled when he’d taken the wound. He remembered fleeing through the forest and feeling his strength waning. He knew he’d fallen from his horse and had blacked out for a time. And he remembered waking up at some point and seeing a face… a beautiful face. He remembered hair the color of a raven’s wing and eyes that sparkled like polished emeralds.

      

      He remembered it was most definitely the lined, craggy face sitting on the stool peering at him right now.

      

      “Who are ye?” Cináed asked. “How did I get here?”

      

      “I’m Lua. And me daughter Agnes brought ye here when she found ye half-dead out there thae trees,” she replied. “Now how about ye tell me who ye be and how ye came tae nearly havin’ yer guts cut out of ye.”

      

      He tried to sit up straighter and winced but muscled through it. “I am Cináed MacLeod of Charkirk. I’m Laird of Clan MacTavish,” he said.

      

      “And how’d ye come to be split open like ye were, Laird MacLeod?”

      

      Raibert’s face flashed through Cináed ’s mind, and he ground his teeth, doing his best to keep the anger at bay. Being angry right now would serve no purpose other than to cloud his mind.

      

      “A treacherous uncle,” he said simply.

      

      Lua nodded and looked at him as if she understood. For all Cináed knew, maybe she did. The woman certainly looked wise. She had the look of somebody who knew a great many things. But then his mind flashed to images of the woman who had found him in the woods. He thought back a moment and recalled her name. Agnes. Cináed cleared his throat.

      

      “I would speak with Agnes,” he said. “Your daughter.”

      

      “I bleedin’ ken me daughter’s name,” she chided, her eyes narrowing in suspicion. “And what would ye speak with her about?”

      

      “I wish tae offer me thanks for savin’ me life,” he replied.

      

      That was mostly true. But there was another piece of Cináed that simply wished to look upon the angelic face that had pulled him from the depths of the darkness he had lingered in. Something in those beautiful green eyes had moved something inside of him, and he longed to look into them once more.

      

      “I’ll pass along yer thanks.”

      

      Cináed looked at her, his eyes narrowing as he clenched his jaw. “I said I’d speak with her myself.”

      

      The older woman laughed and shook her head. “Ye may be Laird of Clan… whatever it was,” she said. “I’m nae part of yer clan, nor anybody else’s And here in me bleedin’ home, I’m thae Laird so ye if ye think ye can order me about like one of yer subjects, you’re very mistaken, Me Laird.”

      

      She said the last with every ounce of scorn she could muster, and her derision ran so deep, it was impossible for Cináed to miss. The older woman leaned forward, pinning him to his spot with her eyes. The quiet intensity of the woman was undeniable, and Cináed, though usually unflappable, even found himself taken aback.

      

      “I’m doin’ ye a favor by tendin’ tae yer hurts, boy,” she hissed. “Under my roof, ye’ll abide by me rules or ye’ll find yerself back in the forest where me daughter found ye. That clear?”

      

      Cináed was not used to being spoken to in such a fashion. Even his uncle was courteous. Or had been until he’d led his coup. But nobody in Charkirk had ever spoken to him so abruptly, and it stirred the embers of his own anger within his breast.

      

      But the truth was, the older woman was doing him a large favor. He would be dead without her help. So for now, he would do as she ordered. That was all going to change, though, when he was feeling stronger and more back to himself. Nobody spoke to a Laird that way.

      

      “That is clear, me lady,” he said.

      

      “Good.”

      

      He watched as she rose from her stool and walked out of the small shack, slamming the door behind her. Cináed flopped back on the pallet, eyes staring at the ceiling, willing himself to heal. He would deal with her impertinence when he was well.

      



  




Chapter Seven

      Agnes

      

      “I’ll be off then,” Lua said. “I need tae look after old man MacGrady today.”

      

      Agnes looked up from where she knelt by the cookpot hanging over the firepit in the center of the room. She dropped the carrots she had just cut into the broth with a soft splash, churning the steam that drifted up from the surface.

      

      “When will you be back?” she asked.

      

      “I’ll be gone most of thae day, I reckon,” the older woman replied.

      

      “Well, supper will be ready when you return.”

      

      Lua nodded. “And I want yer sister tae be lookin’ after thae stranger in me herb shack when she returns from gatherin’,” she said, her voice low. “I daenae want ye tae be goin’ in there.”

      

      Lua had kept the man locked away in her herb shack for a few days, and Agnes had grown curious about him. She wanted to know his story. To know why he had ended up in the woods with such a grievous wound. But every time she had asked to go speak with him, Lua had denied her.

      

      “But why not, Maither?”

      

      “Because I said so, child,” she snapped. “That’s me word, and that should be good enough.”

      

      “Yes, Maither,” Agnes said and turned back to the cookpot, her eyes downcast.

      

      Lua sighed and walked over to her, gently resting her hand on Agnes’ head, give her hair a couple of soft strokes.

      

      “I worry about ye, Agnes,” she said. “Thae omens we had… I daenae want anythin’ happenin’ tae ye or Caoimhe.”

      

      Agnes looked up. “So, you think me weaker than Caoimhe?”

      

      A gentle smile touched Lua’s lips. “Nay. Ye’re nae weaker. But ye are of a gentler spirit,” she said. “Thae gentle kind of spirit men can take advantage of if ye’re nae careful. And until we ken what this man is about, I’d nae have ye put in a bad position, lass.”

      

      Somewhat mollified, Agnes nodded. Lua gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze before turning and leaving the cottage. Agnes leaned over the cookpot, giving it a vigorous stir as the steam billowed up, slipping through the thatch roof above, and into the sky beyond.

      

      The more she thought about it, the more Agnes bristled about Lua’s demand that she stay away from the stranger and that only Caoimhe go in to see him. She had found him, after all. She had questions. But even more than that, Lua’s insistence that she stay away from him because of her so-called gentle spirit only served to highlight the differences between her and them. It only served to make her feel every bit the outsider the man in the herb shack was. It only reinforced the notion that although Lua loved and treated her as one of her own, Agnes was, in fact, not one of them.

      

      And that made her feel more alone than anything.

      

      She spent time attending to her chores around the cottage and adding more herbs and seasoning to the stew. Agnes reached in and pulled out a plump bit of rabbit and popped it into her mouth. She nodded as she chewed, pleased with the flavor. Picking her broom back up, she opened the front door and swept the dirt and debris from the flagstones out into the yard. As she did, she looked again at Lua’s herb shack and pursed her lips, thinking.

      

      It would be hours yet before Lua returned, though Caoimhe could return at any time. But she did not think it likely that my sister would tell if she were to discover Agnes in the herb shack. Agnes knew that like her, Caoimhe often felt that Lua treated her as a delicate, broken thing, rather than a young woman.

      

      Agnes knew she did not have the strength or mental fortitude that Caoimhe did. With some reflection, Agnes was forced to admit that yes, she was softer than her sister. But where Lua was wrong was in thinking that soft meant helpless. That gentle meant weak. Agnes knew she could be plenty tough and strong when she needed to be. But it was rare that Lua gave her the chance. She protected her. Kept her wrapped in a bubble, seemingly afraid she would blow away with the slightest breeze.

      

      Frowning to herself, Agnes turned and marched back into the cottage, putting the broom back where it belonged. After that, she spooned a healthy portion of the stew into a bowl and set it on a plate along with a crusty heel of bread. After adding a little butter on the side, she picked up a spoon and walked out of the cottage.

      

      Agnes set the plate down on a small table that stood beside the door and slid the bolt back, unlocking it. With her mouth suddenly dry and her heart fluttering, she slowly pulled the door open. Lua had told them the man was tied up and not going anywhere any time soon, but Agnes was still half-afraid to find the snarling, raving man bearing down on her.

      

      But when she got the door open, she saw him sitting meekly on a pallet of straw near the back of the shack. He looked up at her, his crystalline blue eyes taking her in from head to toe. He was weighing and assessing her. Taking her measure as some of the men would say. And judging by the look on his face, he was not all that impressed with what he was seeing.

      

      Picking up the tray, she carried it inside and set it on a table near where the man sat. She turned and studied him for a moment, feeling the warmth blossom in her cheeks. He was tall and broad through the shoulders and chest. His hair was the color of the sand on the banks of the nearby river, and those eyes - Agnes thought she could lose herself in their azure depths.

      

      “You, girl,” he called. “I order you to free me.”

      

      His voice snapped Agnes out of her reverie, and she looked down at him. He had a scowl on his face as he looked at her as he picked up the shackle that had been locked around his ankle and secured to a sturdy pillar in the corner of the shack and rattled it.

      

      “I cannot,” I reply.

      

      “Release me,” he demands.

      

      Agnes arched an eyebrow and looked at him, a small smirk playing across her lips. It was one thing for Lua to tell her what to do. It was quite another for a strange man to think he could order her about.

      

      “I will not,” she said simply. “I will feed you if you are hungry, though.”

      

      The man glowered at her as Agnes picked up the plate and set it on his lap. He looked down at it, and though she could see the anger and defiance in his face, she could also see that he was hungry. Lua often said that healing was hungry work. He glanced at her and perhaps not wanting to appear too eager, tore off a small piece of bread and dipped it into the stew. He grunted his approval as he chewed.

      

      “How are you feeling?” she asked.

      

      “Like I want tae be released from this bleedin’ shackle.”

      

      “That is not going to happen.”

      

      He eyed her for a long moment as he chewed. He spooned more stew into his mouth, eating with zeal as she watched, his hunger overtaking his manners.

      

      “Well, you look much better than you did when I found you in the forest, at any rate,” she said. “I will take that to mean you are healing.”

      

      He nodded and swallowed down his last bit of stew, then looked at the bowl longingly for a moment. He tore another piece of bread off and sopped up what he could, stuffing it into his mouth. Agnes took the bowl from him and walked back to the cottage, refilled it, then brought it back to him.

      

      “You need to regain your strength,” she said.

      

      He accepted the bowl and quickly tucked into it, slurping and chewing loudly. Agnes perched on the edge of a stool nearby and watched him. He was handsome but had a way about him that was off-putting. He was demanding. Arrogant. And unappreciative of everything. He seemed to be one who simply expected others to do for him. It made her think he was nobility.

      

      “How do you know my sister, Caoimhe?”

      

      He looked at her blankly for a moment.

      

      “You said her name,” she prompted. “When I found you in the forest, you said her name.”

      

      The man looked off as if he was trying to remember something, but after a moment, he shook his head and returned his gaze to her. But as she looked closely at him, a shadow crossed his face, and she somehow just knew the next words out of his mouth would be a lie.

      

      “I daenae,” he said. “I daenae ken anybody by that name.”

      

      “You’re lying.”

      

      He shrugged. “Believe me or nae,” he said. “I daenae much care.”

      

      “What were you doing in the forest?” she asked.

      

      “Dyin’,” he said, then spooned more stew into his mouth.

      

      “Yes, you were. And you likely would have if not for me,” Agnes said. “So, I think I deserve some answers.”

      

      The man looked at her as he chewed, a mischievous glint in his eye and a small grin curling the corners of his mouth upward.

      

      “Deserve some answers, dae ye?” he asked.

      

      Agnes tried to quell the churning in her belly and nodded. “Yes. I do.”

      

      He cocked his head at her. “Tell me, what’s an Ainglish lass doin’ livin’ with thae Scots?”

      

      She pursed her lips. “That is not your business.”

      

      “Well then, me life is nae yer business, eh?”

      

      She gripped the edges of her skirts tightly, her knuckles turning white as she battled the frustration welling within her. The man was infuriating and was really testing her patience. She drew in a deep breath and let it out, deciding to try an easier question.

      

      “What is your name?” she asked.

      

      “What’s yers?”

      

      She sighed and had to keep herself from tearing her hair out. “Is everything going to be a battle with you?”

      

      He shrugged. “Nae much of a fight when ye’ve got me shackled and chained like this.”

      

      She shot to her feet and glared at him. She’d had more than enough of his belligerent attitude for one day. Without another word, she collected the plate, bowl, and spoon, then turned and headed for the door.

      

      “Cináed,” he called after her. “Me name is Cináed.”

      

      Agnes turned back, and he stared at her as if he expected something in return for his precious gem of information. But she stood there, just staring at him instead.

      

      “Well? What’s your name, girl?” he pressed.

      

      A mischievous smile touched her lips. “Well, it is certainly not, girl.”

      

      And with that, she spun on her heel and walked out of the shack, making sure to bolt the door behind her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Cináed

      

      On the morning of the fourth day of his captivity, Cináed was awakened by the sound of the bolt on the door being pulled back. He sat up as the door opened, and beyond the figure of the woman who’d brought him stew stepping through, he saw the land was still dark. The sky outside, though, was showing faint streaks of gray as the dawn approached.

      

      The woman looked down at him for a long moment, studying him. With dark hair that flowed in waves down to the middle of her back, skin the color of cream, and eyes that sparkled like polished emeralds, she was beautiful to look at. She looked young, but the generous swell of her breasts and curve of her hips showed that she was very much a woman.

      

      But more than her physical appearance, it was her fire and spirit that Cináed found himself most drawn to. She had been kind to him, but when he’d pushed her, she snapped back, flashing a temper that surprised him. She was a woman who was far stronger and tougher than she let on. Perhaps even more so than she knew herself.

      

      She was beautiful, and what he had seen of her personality stirred something deep within him. Curious, Cináed flashed her a roguish grin. She was English, of that he had no doubt. But she dressed in the multi-colored rags he long associated with the healers who eschewed the bonds of clanhood to live in the forest and lived with a pair of Scottish healers - one of them fairly well known. It did not add up for him and left him with many questions.

      

      “Is this thae part where ye come tae take advantage of me?”

      

      “Put your hands together,” she ordered, her voice cold.

      

      Cináed did as he was asked and held his hands up, wrists together. She reached over and grabbed another pair of shackles from a table beside her and quickly slapped them onto his wrists, locking them into place. The metal was cool against his skin, and the fit of the shackles was a bit snugger than he would have preferred. There would be no pulling his hands out of them.

      

      “What’s this about?” he grumbled.

      

      “On your feet,” she barked.

      

      “Bleedin’ hell woman, dae ye ken who I am?”

      

      She reached beneath one of her tables and withdrew a small, compact crossbow.

      

      “Do I look like I care?”

      

      He quickly weighed his options, but his eyes inevitably kept returning to the crossbow in her hands. It was lightweight, probably designed for the woman by a sly craftsman. It was small but probably still had enough punching power to put a bolt through him. With a sigh, Cináed got to his feet. She tossed him a key that hit the flagstones at his feet with a hollow ring.

      

      “Unlock the shackle on your ankle,” she said.

      

      “Dae I at least get thae privilege of yer name, lass?”

      

      She hesitated for a moment, and a strange expression he could not interpret crossed her face, but she quickly composed herself.

      

      “My name is Agnes.”

      

      He nodded. “Tis a pleasure tae meet ye, Agnes.”

      

      “Unlock yourself.”

      

      Cináed ’s snatched up the key and turned it in the lock of the shackle. It fell free and hit the stone at his feet with a hollow ring, leaving him standing there without the iron reminder that he was a captive. Cináed hunched over and rubbed at the chaffed, raw skin around his ankle.

      

      Agnes looked at him impassively, but still, something was swirling behind her eyes. To Cináed, it looked like attraction. Desire perhaps. It was a thought that curled a corner of his mouth upward. But one look at the crossbow quickly wiped the smile from his face.

      

      “Now walk,” she said, gesturing with the crossbow.

      

      “If ye unshackle me wrists, I’ll disappear, and ye’ll never have tae see me again.”

      

      As the words passed his lips, a curious thought flowed through his mind… he welcomed the opportunity to see this woman again. The moment he had the thought, though, he banished it. He was a prisoner, not her suitor.

      

      “I said walk,” she said.

      

      Letting out a frustrated sigh, Cináed walked to the door of the shack, the woman shadowing his every move. He briefly entertained the idea of making a break for freedom but opted against it, knowing that although he was healing and feeling back to his normal self, he still wouldn’t be able to outrun a crossbow bolt.

      

      The woman marched him across the yard and ushered him into the main house. The older woman - Lua, she was called - looked up from her place at a table. She was working a mortar and pestle and glanced at the firepit in the center of the cottage.

      

      “Sit by thae fire,” the old woman said.

      

      Cináed did as he was told, sitting on some furs that had been spread about the fire pit. A young woman, close in age to Agnes, sat across from him, silently watching him through the wall of flames that separated them. But his eyes remained riveted to Agnes, who stepped to the table where Lua sat and dropped down into a chair, keeping the crossbow pointed at him, though that strange expression still painted her oh so lovely features.

      

      The old woman stopped what she was doing and wiped her hands on a rag. The old woman and the younger woman - Caoimhe - took seats on the rugs across the fire pit from him. The woman he did not have a name for took a seat in a chair at a table across the room and began crushing something in a stone mortar.

      

      “Ye seem tae be on thae mend,” the old woman said.

      

      “Aye. And I suppose I owe ye me thanks.”

      

      “Aye. Ye dae,” the woman said. “And tis time we talked.”

      

      Cináed frowned. “Aye. I suppose it is,” he said. “For starters, let’s talk about you letting me out of these shackles before I have your heads off.”

      

      Lua smiled maliciously. “Oh? And who are ye goin’ tae have dae that for ye?” she asked. “Thae way I heard it, ye’re on thae run from yer own people. I doubt any of them will be swingin’ a sword for ye anytime soon.”

      

      Cináed looked down at the furs he was sitting on, the anger smoldering inside of him suddenly growing hotter. He raised his eyes to Lua and found her holding his gaze. She was unflinching and seemed built with a core of solid steel. Cináed was impressed with the fact that she was not the least bit intimidated by him.

      

      He did find it somewhat disconcerting, though, that she knew who he was and what he was about. Knew what had befallen him. But now that he was mending, what Cináed wanted to do, the only thing he’d been able to focus on these last few days, was raising some fighting men to reclaim what was his.

      

      “Unshackle me, and I’ll be on me way,” he said, cringing at the sound of defeat in his voice. “If ye ken who I am, ye ken I daenae intend ye any harm. I’ll be on me way.”

      

      “I want tae ken how ye came tae be in such… circumstances, lad,” Lua said.

      

      Cináed sighed. She seemed to know most of the story already, and he did not see any reason to hold the rest back. If nothing else, perhaps it would elicit enough sympathy from her that she would be willing to let him go. Cináed cleared his throat and looked up at her.

      

      “Me uncle is a usurper,” he said. “Made all sorts of false accusations. Would’ve taken me head off if I hadnae escaped.”

      

      “That’d explain thae soldiers trompin’ through thae forest,” Caoimhe said.

      

      “They did seem to be looking for something,” Agnes confirmed. “Or somebody, I suppose.”

      

      Lua nodded as if she knew that already. Perhaps she had and was merely testing his honesty. But when he cut his eyes over to Agnes, he saw the purest sympathy and compassion in Agnes’ face he’d ever seen in another person before. She lowered the crossbow and frowned, almost looking ashamed of how they’d treated him.

      

      Her green eyes sparkled as if glimmering with unshed tears, and spots of color rose in her cheeks, somehow making her look even more beautiful than before. Cináed drew in a sharp breath and quickly looked away from her.

      

      “Aye,” Lua said. “I heard correct then. Bleedin’ Raibert, thae schemin’ bastard he is. Never liked that one.”

      

      Cináed looked up at her, startled by her words. “Ye ken me uncle?”

      

      “Met him a time or three. Treated him for a couple of… ailments,” she confirmed as a sly grin curled the corners of her mouth upward. “Seems thae good Laird has difficulty keepin’ his sword straight.”

      

      The three women giggled together, and Cináed struggled to keep from joining them. He cleared his throat and waited for their laughter to fade. Lua’s face grew serious as she looked at him.

      

      “Yer da, though… he was a good man,” she said. “I mourned him.”

      

      “Thank ye,” he replied softly. “May I ask who ye are? Ye seem tae ken thae people in me life, but ye’re nae me clan, and-”

      

      She smiled. “I’m a healer, lad. I’ve nay allegiance tae any clan, but me own,” she said, gesturing to Caoimhe and Agnes. “But I provide treatments and remedies tae most all thae clans.”

      

      His eyes shifted over to Agnes, and he felt himself being drawn into that bottomless green gaze. But then a memory surfaced in his mind… something he’d ignored when she had first spoken to him. He turned his gaze over to Caoimhe.

      

      “Ye ken me best friend Eoghan. He told me tae seek ye out,” he said. “How dae ye ken him?”

      

      Color rose in her cheeks, and she cut a glance from him to Lua, and back again, a smile stretching from ear to ear.

      

      “He and I are… friends.”

      

      Lua chuffed. “Is that what ye call it.”

      

      “Aye,” Caoimhe said, flashing her mother a grin. “Just like ye and old man MacGrady.”

      

      “Ye hold yer tongue, lass.” Lua blanched, but could not contain her smile, nor the spots of color that bloomed in her cheeks.

      

      As Lua and Caoimhe bantered back and forth, trading good-natured barbs with one another, Cináed looked to Agnes, finding her staring back at him. There was something in her gaze that warmed him from the inside. She seemed able to see straight into his soul. She seemed able to lay him bare with nothing more than a glance. It was both disconcerting and comforting at the same time, and Cináed was not sure what to think of it.

      

      Once the older woman had herself back under control, she turned back to him and cleared her throat.

      

      “So what will ye dae now?” she asked.

      

      Cináed smirked at her and raised his shackled hands, the chain between his wrists clinking.

      

      “Apparently, just sit by yer fire,” he said.

      

      Lua rolled her eyes. “Ye’ve got a tongue sharper than her da’s.”

      

      Cináed frowned. “Truth is, I need tae find some fightin’ men and reclaim what me uncle took from me.”

      

      “Ye’re nae goin’ tae dae yerself any good until ye heal up proper.”

      

      “I feel fine.”

      

      “Aye mebbe,” she replied. “But ye dae anythin’ tae strenuous and ye’ll split that wound right open again and bleed yerself out.”

      

      Cináed let out a sigh and slumped back. The truth was, he had no idea how he would raise fighting men anyway. He had no idea what he was going to do or how he would reclaim the Laird’s chair.

      

      “I’ll tell ye what,” she said. “I’ve nay love for yer uncle. I wouldnae wish him tae be anybody’s Laird. Ye can stay here while ye heal up and make a plan. We can hide ye from yer uncle’s men.”

      

      “That’s very kind, but-”

      

      “Do you have anywhere else to go?” Agnes cut him off, arching an eyebrow at him.

      

      Both Lua and Caoimhe turned to her, then exchanged a glance with each other, doing their best to stifle their grins. Cináed was not sure what he had missed in the exchange but pushed it out of his mind. Agnes looked at him as if she wanted him to stay, and as he searched his own feelings, he realized he did not want to leave. He looked to Lua, who returned his gaze with a lopsided smile on her face.

      

      “Ye’ll work tae earn yer keep around here,” she said. “Dae that, and ye can stay as long as ye need tae.”

      

      Cináed looked at Agnes once again and felt something inside of him lurch. He turned back to Lua and gave her a nod.

      

      “I willnae forget yer hospitality when I’m returned tae me rightful place,” he said.

      

      She smirked. “Dae yer share around here, and we’ll call it even.”

      

      He glanced at Agnes again, and he thought he saw a look of relief cross her face. And that was all the reason he needed.

      

      “Tis a deal,” he said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Agnes

      

      “Dae ye nae ken how tae sweep?” Agnes asked.

      

      Cináed paused with the broom in his hand, looking down at what he was doing, then raised his eyes to her.

      

      “What dae ye mean?” he asked. “I am sweepin’.”

      

      “Ye’re scatterin’ all thae dirt all over thae place is what ye’re doin’,” she fired back.

      

      “I am nae!” he protested.

      

      With a sigh, Agnes stood up from the table and walked over to him. She grabbed hold of the broom and looked at him pointedly.

      

      “Now, watch what I’m doin’,” she said.

      

      She swept all of the dirt that had gathered onto the flagstone floor into a pile and pushed it toward the door as he watched. Agnes turned back and held the broom out to him. With a roguish grin on his face, he took it back.

      

      For the last few days, she had been teaching him how to keep a house and had found it… challenging. He was not a natural when it came to cleaning or doing any work, really. She briefly wondered what it would be like to have an army of servants to do your work for you. It was a thought she quickly banished, though. She much preferred the self-reliance Lua had taught her over the spoiled, entitled life of a wealthy man.

      

      She enjoyed working and learning and doing what she did. She enjoyed healing others. Agnes thought that one day, she would walk in Lua’s footsteps and be a healer… the healer people sought out from far and wide. She knew, of course, that some people thought what she did was some sort of witchcraft or sorcery - but they couldn’t have been more wrong. It was simply knowing which herbs could be used to treat a wide array of ailments. It was knowing the natural world around you. Nothing more.

      

      “And that is how ye sweep,” she said.

      

      “Twas what I was doin’.”

      

      “Twas nae!” Agnes snapped. “Now, do it right, or I’ll mix some poison intae yer poultice.”

      

      Cináed chuckled but started sweeping… correctly. He seemed to be concentrating hard on doing it right, and it was all Agnes could do to keep from laughing at him.

      

      “Ye’re nae used tae doin’ household chores, eh?” she asked.

      

      A rueful grin tugged at the corners of his mouth. “I always had somebody who did these things for me.”

      

      Agnes stopped working and looked at him as if he had suddenly sprouted a second head. The concept of not knowing how to do the basic chores of a household was as foreign to her as how to swing a sword. Cináed looked back at her and shrugged.

      

      She just shook her head and turned back to her mortar, dropping some wormwood and red nettle in before grinding them up. Cináed worked on in silence, but she could feel his eyes on her. His gaze had a nearly physical weight to them that was heavy, though not entirely unpleasant. As she worked, Agnes found herself stealing glances at him as well.

      

      “Where are Lua and Caoimhe?” he asked.

      

      “Collectin’ herbs,” she said. “Makin’ some rounds tae tend tae some of thae people she treats.”

      

      “She works hard,” he noted. “Ye all dae.”

      

      “Brings in a bit of coin,” she replied and looked over at him. “Lets us live free, and nae have tae pay taxes tae some bleedin’ Laird.”

      

      “Some Lairds would note that yer cottage sits in their clan lands,” he pointed out. “Some Lairds would assume that made ye part of their clan and entitle them tae their share of thae taxes.”

      

      A grin curled the corner of Agnes’ mouth upward. “Lua’s been here since before thae Laird’s drew up their fancy little maps and carved up thae land. But strangely enough, Lua’s land has remained untouched, claimed by nobody,” she replied. “A good Laird would ken that. And a good Laird would ken why.”

      

      “Aye. A good Laird would ken that,” he grinned. “Tis why I said only some Lairds would dae that.”

      

      “And I suppose ye’re nae that kind of Laird, eh?”

      

      A shadow crossed over his face, and his smile fell away, replaced by a frown that was deep and carried a hint of sadness and perhaps, resignation.

      

      “I’m nae a Laird at thae moment,” he said. “I’m… nothin’.”

      

      Agnes could see him taking a turn for the morose as he fell silent and began sweeping again. He looked so utterly lost, and her heart hurt for him.

      

      “Bein’ ae Laird is nae all that makes ye,” she said. “Ye’re more than just a fancy title and servants tae dae yer chores for ye. Ye just need tae find what else. Tis inside of ye, Cináed.”

      

      His lips tightened into a severe line across his face. “Tis all I ken,” he said softly. “Tis what I was raised tae be. From when I was a wee lad, I was trained tae be the Laird. I don’t ken anythin’ else.”

      

      He sounded every bit as lost as he looked, and Agnes felt sorry for him. She wanted to go to him, to comfort him but quickly squelched the urge. She could not imagine what it felt like being raised to be one thing - and one thing only - and to then have that thing taken from you. But seeing the sheer emotional agony on Cináed ’s face told her she never wanted to find out.

      

      “Well, we can definitely say ye’ll nae make a good chambermaid,” she said, a smile touching her lips.

      

      Cináed laughed, probably a little too hard, given that her joke was not that funny. But it seemed to pull him out of the morass in his mind. At least, temporarily. She added a bit of liquid to the mortar and finished grinding and mixing it. That done, she transferred it all into a cup and filled the rest of it with some watered wine. Agnes stood and handed the cup to him.

      

      “Drink this,” she ordered.

      

      He set the broom aside and took the cup, holding it up to his nose. His face crinkled.

      

      “This smells bleedin’ awful,” he said.

      

      “Just drink it,” she replied. “It’ll help with thae pain and help stave off infection.”

      

      “I thought that’s what thae poultice was for.”

      

      “Stop fussin’ and drink.”

      

      Cináed sighed but did as she told him. He drank it all down in one long swallow and grimaced as he handed the cup back to her. She took it and set it back down on the table, then turned back to him.

      

      “Now go sit by thae fire and take off yer shirt,” she said.

      

      “Now, that’s something I can dae.”

      

      Agnes’ cheeks burned bright at his insinuating tone, and she could not meet his eyes, but she laughed. She turned away and wiped out the mortar, quickly adding more ingredients and crushed them up. Cináed did as he was told and sat down on the furs near the fire, stripping out of his shirt, watching her expectantly.

      

      She sat at the table, grinding the herbs in the mortar with the heavy stone pestle. She was doing her best to avoid letting her eyes linger on the man’s toned, taut body, but was finding it difficult. His torso was all angles and hard planes, with arms as thick as tree trunks, and he had a soft thatch of hair upon his chest.

      

      “Ye ken yer herbal remedies well, eh?” Cináed asked.

      

      She nodded, still trying to avoid looking at him. “Aye. Lua’s taught me a lot about herbcraft and healing,” she said.

      

      “Is that what ye want tae be? A healer like Lua?”

      

      Agnes nodded eagerly. “Aye. I dae.”

      

      Cináed pursed his lips. “Ye ken, there are some who think ye’re consortin’ with thae Devil out here.”

      

      Agnes frowned and shook her head. It was something she had heard all too often as religion spread through Welkirk, the town where they went to market every couple of weeks. It was an attitude that boiled her blood, making her so angry, she could only see red.

      

      “Aye. I’ve heard,” she snapped. “Tell me, Cináed, have ye seen us consortin’ with thae Devil in the time ye’ve been under our roof?”

      

      He held his hands up, palms out toward her. “I’m nae sayin’ I believe that. Nae at all,” he said. “I just… worry.”

      

      “Worry?”

      

      He nodded. “It seems as if people’s intolerance is growin’,” he said. “I’ve heard talk that some women are bein’ tried as witches. Burned at thae stake in thae name of God. Women like ye three who’re doin’ nothin’ but tryin’ tae help people.”

      

      “Yes, well, people are ignorant. They fear what they daenae understand,” she growled. “They say we offend God with our ways when all we’re doin’ is usin’ what God provided on this earth for healin’.”

      

      “Ye’ll get nay argument from me,” he said. “Me faither always held thae healers in thae highest regard.”

      

      They both fell silent for a moment as Agnes continued mashing the ingredients in her mortar then put together a new poultice. Picking it up carefully, she carried it over to where Cináed sat.

      

      “Lay back,” she said.

      

      He did as he was told and laid down. She gingerly peeled the old poultice and bandages away, tossing it into the fire. It crackled and popped, the air suddenly filled with the scent of the herbs that burned away on the poultice. Using a wet rag, she cleaned the wound and nodded.

      

      “Ye seem tae be healin’ up nice and proper,” she said.

      

      “I’ve had thae best care a man can have.”

      

      Agnes blushed but couldn’t keep the smile from her face, pleased that her ability was helping him to heal. Lua had insisted that she practice her skills and had given over Cináed ’s care entirely to her. She’d been nervous, but seeing that what she was doing was working, she was filled with a sense of pride and accomplishment.

      

      After applying the new poultice and securing it in place with a bandage wound around his midsection, she sat back and smiled at him.

      

      “Ye can sit up now,” she said. “That’ll dae.”

      

      Cináed sat up, and Agnes realized how close they were sitting to one another. She could feel the heat emanating from his body, and though she knew she should move and put a little distance between them, she didn’t seem able to. Agnes had no experience with men. She had never even been kissed before. But she knew what desire felt like and had satisfied her own urges more times than she could count.

      

      Lua said those feelings were natural. Normal. She’d said there was nothing wrong with indulging them. Lua said there was nothing wrong with a free woman taking a love. Or twelve if she wished. She’d said that men in power had convinced the world the natural impulses of a woman were something to be ashamed of. Something wrong and terrible.

      

      But so far as Lua was concerned, there was nothing wrong or terrible about it. She’d preached often that men were praised for their sexual prowess and virility. Men were expected to take lovers… even after they had married. But when a woman wanted to indulge her carnal cravings, she was labeled a harlot, or a wanton woman, and was shunned by civilized society.

      

      Though Agnes’ experiences were limited, she had seen it tended to be the same people who professed to be the most pious who took on multiple lovers, even outside the bonds of marriage, who condemned people like Lua - and herself - for the lifestyles they chose to live. Agnes had long thought they were the last people who should be speaking about another person’s morality.

      

      And as she sat so tantalizingly close to Cináed, looking deep into the azure pools of his eyes, imagining losing herself within their depths, Agnes felt he flames of desire burning inside of her as they never had before. Her heart thundered in her breast, her stomach churned wildly, and she felt an uncomfortable warmth and moist feeling growing between her thighs.

      

      Agonizingly slowly, she felt them being drawn together as if by some inexorable, but inevitable force. And when Cináed ’s lips touched hers, she felt an explosion of sensation burst inside of her. He slipped his tongue past her parted lips, and when he languidly swirled it around hers, Agnes’ body tightened, every muscle tensing.

      

      But she leaned into him, gripping his arms as she kissed him back. Her soft moan was lost in his mouth, and Cináed pulled her to him, his large frame enveloping her entirely. Agnes’ head spun, and she trembled with both fear and desire, every inch of her body feeling as if it had been set aflame.

      

      Slowly, she pulled back, her eyes still closed, unable to keep her smile from stretching ear to ear. When she finally opened her eyes and found herself staring into his, Agnes’ heart skipped a beat, and everything inside of her was screaming with desire and need.

      

      But then she jumped when the door opened, her heart lurching for an entirely different reason when she saw Lua looming in the open doorway. Agnes quickly jumped to her feet; her entire face flushed an unnatural shade of scarlet, and she quietly kicked herself for looking entirely guilty.

      

      But there was nothing for it. What was done was done. Agnes smoothed out her skirt and tried to compose herself, trying to quickly adopt an expression of calm she did not feel. Lua gave her a knowing smile, only setting her insides fluttering and churning even more wildly than before.

      

      “Well,” Lua said. “I trust ye both had a good day then.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Cináed

      

      Cináed grabbed a box of Lua’s herbs from the wain and turned to see Agnes walk out of the tent and take another box that he’d set down just outside the flaps. He stepped over to her, flashing Agnes what he hoped was his most charming smile.

      

      “Can I help ye load those?” he asked.

      

      “No, I am fine. Thank you,” she said and disappeared into the tent again.

      

      It had been a few days since they had shared their first kiss, and even though Cináed had hoped for another - and perhaps more - Agnes had been acting strangely ever since. She seemed to be avoiding him and rarely ever let herself be in the same room with him alone. It seemed she had barely uttered but a handful of words to him since their kiss.

      

      It was frustrating to him, most of all because that kiss had been unlike anything he’d ever experienced. Cináed had kissed many women in his time, but something about the kiss with Agnes was different. It stirred something deep within him, and he longed to feel that again. Longed to feel Agnes’ body pressed to his.

      

      Cináed did not know what it was, could not put his finger on it, but there was something different about Agnes. Something he wanted to get to know.

      

      “After ye unload thae last couple of boxes, take thae wain ‘round back and then feed and water thae horses,” Lua called as she breezed by him and pushed through the flaps of the tent.

      

      “Aye,” he grumbled.

      

      After he had unhooked the horses from the wain and set them up with food and water behind the large tent, Cináed stepped around to the front and looked around. The distant horizon was smudged with gray as the sun started it’s long, slow climb into the heavens. The sky was choked with thick clouds, the color of slate that looked ominous. Cináed hoped the rain would hold off.

      

      They were in the town of Askirk for market day. Askirk was a mid-sized town, far larger than a village, but not quite as large as a city like Edinburgh. It was the place where all of the local farmers, craftsmen, and artisans gathered to hawk their wares and gather together, fostering a sense of community. At the market, it was understood that there were no clan allegiances, so any petty animosities between the clans were to be kept strictly outside.

      

      Cináed, of course, knew about market day, but he had never attended himself. But as he looked around, saw the flurry of activity as the vendors set up their tents and tables, and felt the palpable energy and excitement in the air, he regretted that he hadn’t. Everybody had a smile on their faces and seemed to be getting along. It was a nice change of pace from the usually hostile dealings he’d had with other clans.

      

      As he continued watching the crowd, he saw a line of men walking along one of the avenues between the vendor tents. They all wore dark robes and solemn expressions on their faces. All were shaven, had hair that had been cut short, and wore sandals on their feet. Cináed looked on in distaste as the mud squished up between their toes.

      

      “The religious men have come,” Lua said.

      

      Cináed gave a slight start. He had not heard the woman come up behind him. Settling himself down, he turned to her.

      

      “Do they come to market often?” he asked.

      

      She shrugged. “Now and then. Seems tae be more often lately though,” she says. “They stand around, preachin’ their words, tellin’ most of us we’re godless heathens who’ll spend an eternity in their hell.”

      

      “Sounds pleasant.”

      

      Lua cracked a grin. “Aye. Very,” she said. “Tis better tae just stay out of their way. Daenae engage with them if ye can help it.”

      

      “I’ll dae me best.”

      

      Lua dropped a couple of coins into his hand and patted him on the shoulder. “Go and get yerself somethin’ tae eat. Tis goin’ tae be a long day, and ye need tae keep yer strength up.”

      

      She walked away from him as a rueful smile touched his lips. He was a Laird. He was not used to being handed a couple of coins and told to go fetch his meal. Nor was he used to the toll the physical exertions working for Lua had taken on him. The wound was one thing. Though healed, there was still a dull, aching throb in his body. But the stiff and sore muscles, the back that ached from lifting heavy boxes, and the legs that burned from lugging them around were new to him.

      

      It was not that Cináed did not work hard when he was in his lands. He did. Between helping with the crops and working on the construction of the keep his father was building, he worked very hard. It was simply a different kind of work and felt very different.

      

      He turned to see about finding something to eat and ran into Agnes as she was exiting the tent. They both stood together, close enough to touch, but with how she looked at him, Cináed felt as if they were league upon league apart. Her eyes were wide, and she looked fearful all of a sudden, and Cináed didn’t know why.

      

      He’d thought with all of the long, revealing conversations they’d shared, they were building a connection together. Thought they were growing closer and maybe building something between them. He had told her things he hadn’t told some of his closest friends. And he thought she’d done the same.

      

      The attraction he felt for her was more than just physical, though. Yes, he desperately wanted to kiss her again - and of course, do more - but it was not just that. There was something deep inside of him that stirred at the thought of her. She compelled him in ways he had never experienced, and it only seemed to draw him to her even more.

      

      But ever since they’d kissed, things had been different. She had been different. There was a distance between them that confused Cináed. And if he was honest, it was a distance that hurt him. She wasn’t as cold toward him even when she was holding him at the point of a crossbow. And he wanted to know why.

      

      “Have I done somethin’ tae ye, Agnes?” he asked. “Have I offended ye somehow?”

      

      She looked around, her eyes wide, looking like a frightened rabbit wanting to bolt. But she took a moment and let her gaze fall to her hands, then took a deep breath and looked up at him as she let it out.

      

      “No,” she finally replied. “You have done nothing to offend me. In fact, truth be told, you have done quite the opposite.”

      

      Hearing those words fall from her lips lit a spark of hope inside of him.

      

      “If I’ve done nothin’ tae offend ye, then why dae ye seem tae be avoidin’ me?”

      

      Agnes let out a heavy sigh. “It is… complicated.”

      

      “Doesnae seem so complicated tae me. Ye either want tae-”

      

      “It is more complicated because you do not see what I see,” she said. “You do not know what I know.”

      

      “Well then explain it tae me,” Cináed replied.

      

      “It is not that simple.”

      

      “Then explain it tae me like I’m a child,” he pressed. “Use small words if ye feel it’s needed.”

      

      Cináed grinned at her and could not help but see the small flicker of a smile on her lips. Finally, she looked up at him and blew out a breath.

      

      “Walk with me,” she said.

      

      Cináed fell into step beside her, and they walked in silence for a few moments. The silence stretched on so long, Cináed was beginning to wonder if she intended to actually talk to him. She led him out of the market proper and down to the edge of a lake. Together, they stared out over the perfectly smooth waters, watching the reflection of the pale purple and pink that filtered through the clouds and streaked the sky.

      

      He turned to her, ready to nudge Agnes into speaking when she beat him to the punch and started slowly.

      

      “I see things, Cináed. I have the gift of Sight,” she started. “Some call them visions, but I see things that often come to pass.”

      

      Cináed did not know what to think about her statement. He’d long heard of the powers that the wilderness healers supposedly had, but he never knew whether to believe them or not. Until he met Agnes, Lua, and Caoimhe, he had never actually met a healer before.

      

      “So… what have ye seen then?” Cináed asked slowly.

      

      “Before you came, my sister saw six black ravens,” she said quietly. “And I Saw that a man would come into our lives and that he would bring death with him.”

      

      He smiled. “But I’m alive. I didnae die.”

      

      “I did not say it was your death.”

      

      He cocked his head. “Then whose death did ye see?”

      

      She shook her head. “I do not know. It is unclear,” she replied. “Being able to See things does not mean you understand them fully. They can be vague, and you must interpret them using other signs.”

      

      “Like the six ravens.”

      

      She nodded. “Yes. Just like the six ravens.”

      

      Cináed thought back to seeing the ravens in the tree the morning he’d been hunting. The six ravens. Recalling the way they had stared at him, with something almost unearthly in their eyes, had been chilling. And as he thought back to it now, it chilled him all over again.

      

      But as that proof of some unnatural ability? Could Agnes truly see the future? He was not so sure about that either.

      

      “I know you probably don’t believe,” she said, obviously picking up on his body language. “And that is fine. You do not have to. But I do. And I have Seen things that…”

      

      She let her voice trail off, and Cináed, without thinking, reached out and took her hand. He gave it a gentle squeeze. Agnes looked up at him, and her eyes shimmered with tears.

      

      “What is it?” he asked.

      

      She shook her head, and a pair of tears slipped out of her eyes and spilled down her cheek. He wanted to wipe them away and pull her to him. He wanted to embrace her and tell her everything would be all right. But he knew it might not be welcome. Nor did he actually know that things truly would be all right. He knew at some point, he was going to have to deal with his uncle, and there was no guarantee he would emerge from that fight, whole and alive.

      

      “I just See that death hovers over you,” she said. “I’ve said nothing, but I See signs and omens of death surrounding you.”

      

      “Death hovers over us all, Agnes,” he replied softly. “Thae only guarantee in this life is that eventually, we all wind up in that ground.”

      

      “I know that, but this is different,” she whispered. “This is unnatural.”

      

      He pursed his lips as he looked at her. “Dae ye see that it’s me who winds up dead?”

      

      She shakes her head. “I cannot tell for certain.”

      

      “Then there’s a good chance I will live. That I’ll reclaim me Lairdship, depose thae usurper, and live a long, happy life,” he said.

      

      “It is possible, I suppose. As I said, I need-”

      

      “Then let’s nae dwell in what if’s, Agnes,” he said. “Let’s just live. Right here, at this moment. Let’s live.”

      

      She stared into his eyes, and in her gaze, he could see the feeling he had for Agnes reflected back to him. Cináed felt his stomach lurch, and as he started to lean down, intending to kiss Agnes again, when a booming voice interrupted them.

      

      “Aye. There she is. Thae witch,” the man said. “Or one of them, at any rate.”

      

      Ambling down to the water’s edge was a man in the dark robes and sandals. He was a hefty man, round through the middle, with jowls upon his pasty face. His short hair was mostly gray, as was the thick, unruly beard that hung down to his chest.

      

      Cináed turned and put himself between the man and Agnes, not intending to let him get close to her. He watched the large silver cross that hung around the priest’s neck and wondered idly how many hungry families that trinket could have fed, rather than be worn around his neck.

      

      “I see nay witches here,” Cináed said. “I only see an overly pious man harassin’ a young lady.”

      

      The old priest scoffed. “She is nay a woman,” he spat. “She is a tool of the Devil.”

      

      Agnes stepped around him, her face red, her eyes narrowed, and her jaw clenched. She looked angrier than he had ever seen before… and for a nice change, it was not directed at him. He kept close to her, though, not wanting anything to happen, nor wanting anybody to get hurt.

      

      “If there is a tool of the Devil here at the market, it is your poisoned tongue,” she spat. “That and your cruel disposition.”

      

      “My child,” the priest raised his hand. “I am a tool… a tool of thae Lord. And I am here tae save ye.”

      

      “I do not need to be saved,” she hissed. “Especially not by the likes of you.”

      

      Her voice was filled with an iron, and a venom Cináed had never heard from her before… and he liked it. He was seeing her strength and courage rear up like an untamed stallion, and Cináed found that facet of her personality attractive as well.

      

      The priest turned to Cináed. “You know she consorts with the Devil, lad? She lays with Satan himself for her power,” he said. “How else dae ye ken she has such powers of healing? That can only come from being the Devil’s concubine!”

      

      “Or it could come from havin’ an extensive knowledge of plants and herbs,” Cináed dismissed him. “I should know, I’ve been collectin’ them for her meself for a wee while now.”

      

      The priest’s face turned red, and he glowered at them. “Ye both are in league with thae Devil, and I’ll make sure everybody here knows it,” he said. “Ye’ll both burn in Hell for yer heresy. I’ll see that ye all burn.”

      

      Cináed closed the distance between him and the priest in the blink of an eye. He had the man’s robes balled up in his fist and was practically holding him up off the ground, using the collar around his neck to choke him. Cináed stared hard into the priest’s eyes, letting the older man see the rage within them. The priest blanched, and he trembled, his mouth opening and closing like a fish suddenly thrown on dry land.

      

      “Ye’ll dae nothin’ of thae sort,” Cináed growled. “Ye’ll leave thae ladies alone. Ye willnae look at them. Ye’ll nae talk tae them. Ye’ll nae even think about them, or I’ll have yer head off. Do I make myself clear?”

      

      The priest’s eyes were wide and bulging, and his face was turning a vibrant shade of purple as he was choked by his collar. The older man sputtered and gasped, but nodded vigorously. Cináed held him up a moment longer before letting go of the man and pushed him backward.

      

      The priest landed on his backside and stared at him for a long minute. He finally got to his feet, muttered some dark curse, and turned away. He held his robes up above his ankles as he picked his way back through the mud on the shoreline and back into the market. Cináed turned to Agnes and saw her look of annoyance, giving way to one of concern.

      

      “Are ye all right?” he asked.

      

      She nodded. “Yes. I am fine,” she replied. “That is not the first time I have dealt with Father MacGrew. He thinks what we do is unnatural. Unholy.”

      

      “Shows what an ignorant fool he is.”

      

      “Ye shouldnae have done that,” she said. “Ye could bring the religious men down on our heads.”

      

      “Then I’ll kill every last one of them.”

      

      She looks aghast. “You cannot kill a man of religion.”

      

      “If they try tae harm ye, I can,” he said. “And I will.”

      

      They stood there, eyes locked for a long moment. Cináed felt his stomach swirling about and longed for that interrupted kiss. But then Agnes gave him a soft smile and took a step back.

      

      “We should get back,” she said, her eyes twinkling mischievously. “I’m sure Lua will have chores for you to do.”

      

      “Aye,” he said with a heavy sigh. “I suppose she will.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Agnes

      

      Safely back at home after a successful trip to market, Agnes felt better. Surrounded by the most familiar things and brought her comfort, she was able to relax. Cináed brought one of the last boxes they’d taken to market into the herb shack and set it down on a table. She gave him a small smile then set to unloading them as he left to grab another.

      

      As she worked, her mind spun with thoughts of what happened with Father MacGrew. It was not the first time he had accosted her at market. He seemed to make a point of coming by their tent to preach to them until Lua chased him away with her hickory walking stick. Agnes was used to the sort of ignorance and hatred she and her family received at the hands of the religious folk.

      

      But for some reason, having Cináed witness it made it more embarrassing somehow. She couldn’t explain it, but she hated that he had to see the priest railing on her. Deep down, she thought perhaps it mortified her because she feared that Cináed might believe it. Might believe that she was unholy and unclean. That he would refuse to have anything to do with her.

      

      It was true that she had been avoiding him since they shared a kiss by the fire. Caoimhe and Lua both encouraged her to be with him if she fancied him. And she did. The kiss they’d shared had lit her up in ways she had never expected. Even thinking about it now, days after the fact, her lips still tingled, and a pleasant warmth filled her body.

      

      It wasn’t just the kiss that had such a profound impact on her. It was him. And it was not a simple infatuation. There was something about Cináed that drew her in. When she was around him, she almost felt as if some missing piece inside of her had fallen into place, and she felt a little more whole—a little more complete.

      

      It was something she did not understand. And it scared her —terrified her, truth be told. She had never experienced feelings like this for anybody before. And although Agnes knew her experience with men was limited, she knew this was somehow different. She did not just fancy Cináed or have a crush on him. There was something inside of her that shifted because of him.

      

      “That’s thae last of it,” he said as he set the box down on the table.

      

      She watched him dusting his hands off, and he quirked a small smile at her. Agnes saw Caoimhe step into the doorway and flash her a mischievous grin.

      

      “Lua and I have tae go drop off some medicines tae Libby Abernathy,” she said. “Can ye get some supper on thae fire for when we get back?”

      

      Agnes nodded. “Of course.”

      

      Cináed was busy trying to dust off his clothing and picking small bits of debris off himself, not paying attention to them. Caoimhe used his distraction to silently make an obscene gesture that set Agnes’ cheeks ablaze. She quickly looked away as Caoimhe walked away, her laughter echoing across the yard. Cináed looked up, and she tried to hide her face, which Agnes just knew was an unnatural shade of red.

      

      “Are ye all right?” he asked.

      

      She nodded. “Yes. I’m fine,” she said, clearing her throat. “We can take care of this later. I need to put some supper on.”

      

      Cináed grinned. “Good thing, I’m starvin’,” he said. “Let me help.”

      

      They walked into the cottage and got themselves washed up, then Agnes began collecting some vegetables and salted rabbit meat from the larder to make a stew. Cináed sat at the table, waiting for instruction, but Agnes tried to avoid his eyes. Every time she looked at him, she could see shadow ravens circling above him.

      

      “Can you go to the well and fetch a bucket of water?” she asked.

      

      “Aye,” he said, jumping to his feet.

      

      Ravens were a potent portent of death, and the fact that she saw them circling over Cináed scared her. She tried to take heart. Tried to make herself believe that Cináed had been right when he said the portent could have nothing to do with him. That perhaps, it would be somebody who died at his hands, rather than the other way around. But no matter how hard she tried to make herself believe, the fear that the ravens were meant for him lingered.

      

      She did not know everything about him, but she wanted to learn. They had grown close over the days and weeks he had been with her family, and she was learning to care for him in ways she did not think possible. And the idea that he could be snatched away from her, that the omens were right and that he would die, tore a hole through her. It was too monstrous for her to contemplate.

      

      “Where would ye like thae water?” he asked, stepping back into the cottage.

      

      “Oh, just pour it into the cookpot over the fire, please,” she said. “And can you start the fire?”

      

      Cináed did as she instructed, and when the fire was going, he set the bucket outside the door. He closed it and leaned back against the heavy oak, watching her with an inscrutable expression on his face. Agnes felt her cheeks grow warm beneath his sapphire blue-eyed gaze.

      

      “What is it?” she asked.

      

      “Ye’re still worried. About thae ravens and death and all,” he stated as if reading her mind.

      

      She nodded slowly. “I am.”

      

      “What can we dae tae set yer mind at ease?”

      

      Agnes put the knife she was using to chop up a carrot down and frowned. She looked over at him.

      

      “Would you let me read your palm?” she asked.

      

      “Would it set yer mind at ease?”

      

      She laughed ruefully. “Only if it does not confirm what I have Seen.”

      

      Cináed shrugged. “Why not? If it’ll make ye feel better…”

      

      He pulled out a chair and sat down, so they were seated almost knee to knee. She took hold of his hand and faced it palm up to her. His hand dwarfed hers in size, and she ran the tips of her fingers over the callouses. As she touched him, she felt that warmth sparking inside of her again.

      

      “So? What dae ye see?”

      

      She looked up at him and smiled. She had been so lost in the sensations of feeling his skin on hers that she had forgotten what she was doing. Clearing her throat, she looked down at his palm and started to trace the lines with her fingertips. If Father MacGrew thought her knowledge of herbal medicines was bad, he would have an absolute fit to know she had a talent for palmistry. There would be no convincing him that she was not a consort of the Devil.

      

      As she traced his lines, Agnes’ eyes widened. She looked again, tracing them with her fingertip even more carefully, disbelief at what she saw washing over her. She frowned and read it a third time.

      

      “So how long dae I have tae live?”

      

      She looked up at him, surprise and wonder crossing her face. “I am not certain what to make of this,” she muses. With Cináed looking close, she traced her finger along a long, unbroken line on his palm. “This is your lifeline. This says you will live a long life.”

      

      Cináed ’s smile made her heart lurch drunkenly in her chest, and she felt herself falling deep into those azure eyes of his.

      

      “See? I told ye there was nothin’ tae worry about,” he said.

      

      Agnes smiled softly and traced her finger along another line, feeling her heart swelling within her.

      

      “What’s that line?” he asked.

      

      Her cheeks burned, and she could not meet his eyes. “This is your love line, and it too is very long,” she told him, then slowly raised her gaze, her hands trembling. “Do you have a woman in your life?”

      

      Agnes looked away quickly, her heart thundering hard. She could not believe she had been so bold—it was not like her. But there was something about Cináed that inspired her to take chances. To be more than she was. Agnes did not understand it, but she liked how she felt when she was with him.

      

      “Nay,” he answered. “Me uncle tried pressurin’ me tae marry somebody he chose, but I daenae want tae marry for position or wealth. I want tae marry for love.”

      

      He looked into her eyes as he said it, and Agnes felt like her insides might explode. She knew she could be reading too much into it that maybe he didn’t share the same feelings that ran rampant through her. But whenever she looked into his eyes, she thought she saw everything she felt for him reflected back at her.

      

      Cináed leaned forward and pressed his mouth to hers. She parted her lips with a soft sigh, allowing his tongue to swirl around hers gently. She felt goosebumps marching up and down her skin as her body trembled. Agnes ran her fingers through his shaggy hair as their kiss deepened.

      

      Slowly, he pulled back and searched her eyes. He was looking for permission, and although a flutter of fear passed through her, Agnes’ desire, which she had long suppressed, won out. She leaned forward, her mouth finding him, and as they kissed, Cináed pulled her onto his lap. She threw her head back, a gentle moan passing her lips as he dotted a line of kisses down her neck. Agnes yelped when he gave her collarbone a gentle nip with his teeth.

      

      Agnes sat astride him, gently rolling her hips, reveling in the sensations of feeling his long, thick staff pressed against her most sensitive area. Though she’d pleasured herself with her own hand more times than she could count, this felt different. It felt amazing.

      

      He slid his hands up her body and cupped her breasts. As he kissed the hollow of her throat, he gently squeezed her breasts, circling her stiff nipples with his thumbs. Cináed loosened the ties on the front of her dress and pulled it open. She gasped with his mouth found her nipple, sucking and licking on it. She pulled him to her tighter, continuing to grind herself on his cock as he lapped and gently bit at her nipples.

      

      Agnes’s breathy moans filled the cottage, and the need and desire that rose up within her made her tremble. She wanted him more than she’d wanted a man before. Needed to have him inside of her.

      

      “They’ll be home soon,” she gasped. “We should hurry.”

      

      Agnes raised herself up and helped as Cináed fumbled with his breeches. Together, they got them down far enough that his long, rigid staff stood exposed for her. It was large, and a flutter of concern sent a shudder through her belly as she worried about fitting him inside of her.

      

      But then his hands were on her hips, and he was gently guiding her down. Agnes bit her bottom lip so hard; she feared she would draw blood. The tip of his spear nestled between her slick, velvety folds, and Agnes reached up, laying her hands against his chest. She whimpered as she slid down his shaft, inch by inch. The pain was intense, but the feeling of his cock sliding along her inner walls overwhelmed it with pleasure that was just as powerful.

      

      When he was fully sheathed inside of her, Agnes winced, the pain of being stretched open like that still intense. But it quickly dulled and was replaced by a feeling that bordered on sheer ecstasy. She gripped his shoulders and looked him in the eye as she started to roll her hips again. A trembling smile crossed Cináed ’s lips as she rose and fell on him, sliding him deeper into her wet, molten core.

      

      She clung to him tightly as she rode him, her entire body taut and trembling as he filled her. Cináed leaned forward, taking his breast into her mouth, sending a fresh wave of pleasure rolling through her. Agnes’ muscled tightened almost painfully, and she dug her fingernails into Cináed ’s shoulders as the pressure built low inside of her. And when he thrust himself upward to meet her, Agnes threw her head back and screamed.

      

      She felt weightless for a moment as if falling from a great height. And then her entire body shook wildly as she was battered by waves of intense sensation. She gripped his shoulders harder, pressing her forehead to Cináed ’s, and whimpered as it felt like her body had been set aflame. Not even when she had pleasured, herself had a release felt this powerful, and it was making it difficult for Agnes to draw breath.

      

      Slowly, the sensations ebbed, and she was left with a tingling in her body that ran from the crown of her head to the tip of her toes, and a wavering smile on her face. She sat up and saw the hunger and the need in Cináed ’s eyes and felt the flames inside of her burst to life once more.

      

      Getting to his feet, Cináed picked her up as if she weighed nothing at all. He carried her over to the fire and gently laid her down on the furs. He smiled down at her as Agnes parted her thighs, and Cináed braced himself on his arms above her. He nestled the head of his staff at her entrance and slowly rolled his hips, piercing her warm, wet center.

      

      Agnes closed her eyes and gritted her teeth, wincing as a white-hot bolt of pain seared her insides. But as before, the pain ebbed as a tide of the most exquisite pleasure flowed in. She grabbed hold of his thick, toned forearms and held on as Cináed began to thrust himself inside of her, slowly and gently at first. But as she felt him shudder, he started to move harder and faster, hitting a spot deep inside of her that set off explosions of intense sensation.

      

      Bright white lights flared behind her eyes as Cináed drove himself into her. The pain, though muted, seemed to somehow enhance the pleasure that gripped her tightly. Cináed leaned down, and their mouths crashed together. He moved within her, sliding against her sensitive inner walls as their tongues swirled and danced with one another. Her moan was lost in his mouth as he kissed her harder.

      

      Cináed pulled back and looked her in the eye, never breaking his rhythm, pushing her closer to that brink of release once more. Agnes writhed beneath him, her cries soft and breathy. Cináed moved faster, his breathing growing ragged and his body growing even tenser. He pushed himself deep into her, hitting that spot that drove Agnes wild and held himself there.

      

      “Yes,” Agnes cried out, her voice echoing through the empty cottage.

      

      Cináed groaned, and she felt his shaft swelling inside of her. He pushed himself even deeper, holding himself. Beads of sweat stood out on his forehead, and he strained, trying to hold off the inevitable. And then all at once, he burst. Agnes cried out as she felt the flood of his warm, sticky seed filling her up. The tingling feeling of it pushed her over the edge, and she joined his release, calling out his name as they clung to each other, ecstasy washing over them both.

      

      Slowly, their breathing eased, and the sensations washing through them faded. They were left holding on to one another, looking into each other’s eyes, smiles on both of their faces. Agnes looked at Cináed, and as she did, any doubt she had about his feeling for her was extinguished. She could see how he felt for her in the gleam in his eye and the expression on his face.

      

      She looked upon it in utter disbelief. That this man, so beautiful to her, not to mention a clan Laird no less, felt for her the way she felt for him seemed to be the stuff of dreams. Agnes had never truly felt she would find somebody. She had conditioned herself not to need or want anybody. She resigned herself to a life alone a long time ago.

      

      But laying there, staring into Cináed ’s eyes, feeling his seed and softening staff still inside of her, there was nowhere else she wanted to be. There was nobody else she wanted to be with. It was a scary feeling, to open herself up to feeling for somebody. To want to be with somebody. That led to the possibility of being hurt, and Agnes had spent her life avoiding that.

      

      But as she stared into those sapphire blue pools that were Cináed ’s eyes, feeling herself getting lost within them, she knew it was worth the risk. And she did not want the feeling or the moment to fade.

    

  







            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Cináed

      

      The next few days passed in a blur of flirtation, kisses, and passionate coupling - when they had time alone. And of course, there were chores. There were always chores that needed to be done. Although Lua worked them hard, she and Caoimhe both seemed to recognize what was flourishing between him and Agnes and had given them more time alone to indulge in their growing feelings—allowing them to nurture and foster their burgeoning love.

      

      Love? He certainly cared for Agnes. More so than he’d cared for anybody else in his life. But love? He was not sure where that thought had come from or why it was reverberating through his mind. Did he love her? Cináed couldn’t say that he did. But by the same token, he could not say that he didn’t.

      

      Cináed shook his head as all these thoughts swirled through his mind. A small smile played upon his lips as he looked at Agnes, who lounged on the blanket beside him. The sun shone down on the clearing they laid in, circling her in a halo of golden light and making her skin glow softly. He had never seen such beauty before, and when he looked at her, Cináed felt his heart turn somersaults in his chest. He smiled and placed a gentle kiss on her soft, full lips.

      

      But slowly, her smile faded, and her face clouded over as an expression of grief and pain in her eyes. Agnes sat up, drawing her knees up to her chest and clasping her arms around them. Alarmed, Cináed sat up and reached out, placing his hand gently on her arm.

      

      “What is it, Agnes?” he asked softly. “What is thae matter?”

      

      Tears spilled from the corners of her eyes and raced down her cheeks. Seeing that made Cináed ’s heart clench.

      

      “Have I done somethin’ wrong?” he asked. “Are ye nae happy?”

      

      She sniffed loudly and scrubbed the tears from her eyes. She looked at him, a wavering smile on her lips.

      

      “No, it is not that. I am very happy. Happier than I have ever felt,” she said. “It’s just…”

      

      Cináed leaned forward and took her hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. He did not know what was happening or why she was crying, but he wanted to do anything and everything in his power to make it stop. To bring back her smile. But he felt powerless to do anything.

      

      “Talk tae me, Agnes,” he said. “What’s thae matter?”

      

      “It is just that… I vowed to myself that I would never care for somebody the way I care for you,” she replied softly. “When I let myself care for people… they die. I fear that I may be cursed.”

      

      “What dae ye mean?”

      

      Agnes looked down at her hands, and he could see she was fighting back her tears.

      

      “I grew up in a small village in the countryside. I had many friends. A good family. I was happy,” she said. “My father was a lot like Lua. Good with herbs. He could make medicines and knew how to tend to people’s wounds.”

      

      Cináed remained silent as he could see she was building up to something, and he did not want to interrupt her thoughts. He wanted to know everything about her, and she so seldom spoke about herself, it was a rare treat to hear her speak now. His only regret was that it was memories that obviously brought her pain rather than happiness.

      

      Agnes wiped away her tears and drew in a long, shuddering breath before she picked her story back up.

      

      “But then the priests like Father MacGrew came. They condemned my father as a witch and executed him. They burned him at the stake,” she said quietly. “My maither fled, taking me with her. Lua was a friend to my family for a long time, and my mother left me with her to keep me safe.”

      

      “And your maither?”

      

      Agnes shook her head, looking miserable. “I do not know. I never saw her again after that night.”

      

      Cináed ’s heart swelled with emotion for her, but he did not know what to say. What could he say to such a story? He sat silently as tears raced down her cheeks; he raised her hand and gently brushed it with his lips. Cináed caught her gaze and held it.

      

      “What happened tae yer family is a terrible thing. Monstrous,” he said. “But tis nae yer fault. Ye arenae cursed, Agnes. Tis thae men who did thae deed who’re evil.”

      

      She gave him a small smile, and he squeezed her hand. Cináed leaned forward and placed a soft kiss upon her lips, feeling some of the tension that tightened her muscles ease slightly.

      

      “I wish I could believe that,” she whispered.

      

      “Ye will,” he said, giving her a gentle smile. “I’ll prove it tae ye.”

      

  




* * * * *

      They walked back toward the cottage hand-in-hand. But as they emerged from the trees, Cináed spotted a horse he recognized instantly. A broad smile crossed his face, and he felt his heart lurch.

      

      “What is it?” she asked.

      

      “Tis Eoghan,” he replied.

      

      They ran to the cottage and burst through the door. Eoghan shot to his feet, and Cináed closed the distance between them in the blink of an eye. He embraced his fright tightly, pounding on his back with a hearty laugh. After a moment, he stepped back but gripped Eoghan’s upper arms.

      

      “Tis good tae see ye lad,” Cináed cried. “Tis bleedin’ good tae see ye.”

      

      “Aye,” Eoghan replied. “Tis good tae see ye tae. I’ve missed yer ugly face.”

      

      “How is me maither?” Cináed asked anxiously.

      

      “As well as can be expected,” he replied. “She stays in her chambers mostly, from what I’ve been told.”

      

      “If ye’re both done, we got some important things tae discuss,” Lua said.

      

      Cináed looked around the room and realized he’d been so focused on Eoghan. He had not even seen Lua and Caoimhe sitting on the furs near the fire pit. He gave them both an apologetic smile and turned to Agnes, who laughed and took his hand. Eoghan looked at them both, a knowing glint in his eye.

      

      Eoghan dropped down beside Caoimhe and took hold of her hand, making Cináed smile. She looked at Eoghan with pure adoration on her face, and he looked at her just the same. It made Cináed ’s heart glad. If anybody deserved to be happy, it was his friend. Once everybody was seated again, the room fell silent. The only sound was the crackle and pop of the flames.

      

      The shadows cast by the fire flickered and writhed upon the walls, and Cináed couldn’t help the ominous feeling that grew in the pit of his stomach. The grim look on Eoghan’s face only confirmed that something bad was happening.

      

      “What is it then?” Cináed finally asked. “What news have ye brought?”

      

      Eoghan looked at him for a moment, his lips compressed into a thin, tight line. He lowered his gaze and stared into the flames.

      

      “Tis yer uncle,” Eoghan said finally. “His claims and accusations are growin’ more outrageous by thae day.”

      

      “Of course they are. Ye didnae think he was goin’ tae stop, did ye?” Cináed replied. “As long as I live, I’m a threat tae him. So he needs tae turn thae people against me.”

      

      Eoghan frowned. “And I hate tae say, thae people are listenin’ tae his garbage,” he said. “Claims he’s got proof that ye’re conspirin’ with thae enemy. Tryin’ tae sell thae clan out tae thae other Lairds.”

      

      “It makes nae sense,” Cináed said. “Why would I dae that? What would I gain?”

      

      Eoghan shook his head miserably. “I daenae ken.”

      

      “I’ve heard rumors,” Lua spoke for the first time. “When I’m out makin’ me rounds.”

      

      “Rumors?” Cináed asked. “What kind of rumors?”

      

      “About yer uncle and an Ainglish lord,” she said. “Seems Raibert’s cozied hisself up tae this lord and they’re plottin’ something together.”

      

      “What could they be plottin’?” Eoghan asked.

      

      “I daenae,” she said. “All I ken is that they’re keepin’ it secret.”

      

      “Why did you not say anything before now?” Agnes asked.

      

      Lua shrugged. “Tis nae me business. I’m nae clan, nor Ainglish.”

      

      “But this affects ye tae,” Caoimhe added. “Ye should’ve said somethin’, maither.”

      

      Lua looked down at the ground with what Cináed thought looked like an expression of regret etched upon her face. But he could understand why she chose to stay out of politics. If he’d had his way, he would too.

      

      “Tis nae her fault,” Cináed said. “Twas probably wise tae stay out of things. She’d only bring ruin down upon ye.”

      

      Everybody fell silent again for a long moment, but Cináed ’s mind continued to swirl. He did not know what to make of it all, nor what to do about it. Raibert was ruining his reputation and good name among the clan… and that was something he could not let stand. And he would not.

      

      But at the same time, he knew that was simply a matter of his pride. And his pride could wait to be assuaged. The more pressing issue was Raibert secretly plotting with the English. He could not know for certain what they were planning, but he knew it would not be good for anybody.

      

      “We need tae get proof of Raibert’s treason,” Eoghan said. “I’ve been tryin’, but I cannae get intae his office.”

      

      “Aye. If he has anythin’ - and I ken he will - it’ll be in there,” Cináed agreed. “Me uncle keeps records of everythin’. He doesnae dae anythin’ without recordin’ it, and he keeps ever missive he gets.”

      

      “So we need tae find a way intae his office. Aye, that shouldnae be tae difficult,” Eoghan said.

      

      Cináed grinned and shook his head. “I assume he’s taken over me family’s keep?”

      

      “Aye,” Eoghan confirmed. “Actin’ like a right proper king, he is.”

      

      “Will any of thae clan rally against him? Will they fight Raibert?”

      

      Eoghan looked pained. “I think most people are just tryin’ tae keep their heads down and nae draw his attention,” he replied. “I can think of five or six who’ll fight with us.”

      

      “Tis nae many,” Lua noted.

      

      “Nay. But it’ll have tae be enough,” Cináed said.

      

      “I have an idea,” Agnes says.

      

      All eyes turned to her, and Agnes looked away, her cheeks flushing. Cináed squeezed her hand gently and gave her an encouraging smile.

      

      “What is it then?” he asked.

      

      Agnes told them all her plan, and as he listened, Cináed ’s heart grew heavier with every word she spoke. It was actually a very smart plan. And it could potentially work. But it also exposed them to tremendous risk. Potentially fatal risks. When she was finished speaking, Cináed shook his head.

      

      “Nay. I willnae have ye puttin’ yerself at risk,” he said firmly. “I willnae allow ye tae risk yer life. We’ll find another way.”

      

      “I do not know that there is another way,” she said. “And besides, it is my life to risk. It is my life to do with as I please.”

      

      “She’s nae wrong, lad,” Lua said softly. “She’s a free woman and-”

      

      “I daenae wish tae see anythin’ happen to her,” Cináed roared. “I - I love her and…”

      

      His voice trailed off, and he looked into the fire, feeling his cheeks growing warm. He was not a man of great emotion, and he did not normally express them. So for him to be so vocal now left him feeling exposed. Vulnerable. But what he said was true. Every word of it and he meant it; he would not allow her to risk her life for him.

      

      “You… love me?” she asked

      

      Cináed cleared his throat and grimaced but nodded. “Aye. I dae.”

      

      She threw her arms around him and squeezed him so hard he couldn’t breathe for a moment. But he would die a hundred times over to feel the love that flowed into him through her. It was so pure. So intense. And it filled him with emotion… and a sense of purpose.

      

      He would fight. He would win. He would live and claim Agnes as his own.

      

      But he would not let Agnes endanger herself. He would not be able to live with himself if anything happened to her. As if she was reading his thoughts, she looked to him with a stubborn set to her jaw and a dangerous glint in her eye. He cut a glance over to Lua and Caoimhe; both of them merely shrugged.

      

      “She’s more stubborn than a Scottish mule, lad,” Lua said.

      

      “Aye. Take me word for it,” Caoimhe added.

      

      With a huff, he looked over to Eoghan, who would undoubtedly see the folly of allowing Agnes to join the fight. His best friend, though, had a wry grin on his face, and he too gave him a shrug.

      

      “Tis nae like we’ve got an army at our back,” he said. “Her plan is sound.”

      

      Cináed blew out a loud breath, frustrated with the lack of support. He finally turned his eyes back to Agnes, who looked at him with an equal amount of frustration on her face.

      

      “My plan is the best way, and you know it,” she said. “And as I said before, this is my life to risk. I choose to do this, Cináed. For you. For… us.”

      

      Agnes took his hand, intertwining her fingers with his, the look on her face one of steely resolve, and one that showed Cináed she would walk through the fires of Hell itself with him if he asked it of her. Though a shadow of dread hung heavy over his heart, Cináed knew she was right. Her plan was the best way. And he knew to win the fight he would need her help. He sighed heavily and nodded.

      

      “Aye then. For us.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Agnes

      

      The moon sat high and full in a sky that was littered with patches of thick, dark clouds, making the light shining down from above intermittent. She preferred the sunshine and had never enjoyed it when the days grew shorter, and nights grew longer. But they had all agreed that their plan would be best accomplished beneath the cover of shadows and darkness.

      

      Lua, Caoimhe, and Eoghan had ridden east, looking for somebody her mother believed had seen Raibert conspiring with the English lord. If they were unable to find evidence in Raibert’s office, the word of another would prove the proof they needed to challenge his claim to the Lairdship.

      

      Somewhere to the east of her, in the woods, she knew Cináed was creeping through the darkness and the trees. His father had built a secret door to allow them to escape quickly that he would use to gain entrance. It was up to her to keep Raibert away from his office and otherwise occupied while he did.

      

      Agnes’ heart fluttered wildly as she approached the door of the keep. She passed a few of Raibert’s men, who looked at her with varying levels of interest. The main portcullis was up, allowing her to step into the keep’s main antechamber, only to find it empty. Tapestries that bore the crest of Cináed ’s family adorned the walls along with paintings she assumed were his ancestors.

      

      She stood still as footsteps approached and tried to quiet her heart and still the roiling in her belly. An older man in a dark tunic and breeches entered the antechamber and looked her up and down, a look of distaste on his face.

      

      “Well, then?” he spat. “What dae ye want?”

      

      “I - I’m here tae give Laird Raibert his treatment,” she stammered. “Lua was not able to come tonight, so she sent me in her stead.”

      

      Agnes lowered her eyes, speaking demurely, and tried to make herself as non-threatening as she could. The older man stared at her for a long moment, appraising her.

      

      “Come,” he said. “Me Laird is in thae great hall.”

      

      Agnes followed him down a corridor, his boots thumping heavily on the stone floor. He pushed open a large oak door and ushered her inside, closing the door behind her. Agnes stood in a large hall, thirty paces long, thirty paces wide. At the far end of the chamber was a dais, and atop the dais was a large ornately carved wooden chair of some dark wood that had been polished to a shine.

      

      Torches hung in sconces upon the three pillars to her left and the three to her right, casting flickering and writhing shadows. They looked like living things, serpents, coiling as they readied to strike, and the ominous feeling in the pit of her belly only grew.

      

      A man, tall and rugged with dark hair and darker eyes, sat upon the chair on the dais. He was quietly conferring with two men when his gaze fell upon her. Even from that distance, she could feel his eyes moving up and down her body.

      

      “Come forward, lass,” he called, his deep, gruff voice echoing around the hall.

      

      Agnes felt her cheeks flush and her heart stutter nervously, but she stepped forward, only stopping when she reached the foot of the dais. Raibert glowered down at her, his gaze like a physical weight pressing down on her.

      

      “And who are ye?” he asked.

      

      “I am Lua’s daughter,” she replied. “I am here to treat ye, Laird Raibert.”

      

      “Where is Lua?” he demanded.

      

      “I apologize, Laird Raibert,” she said. “But she was delayed and asked that I give you your medicine.”

      

      His gaze lingered on her for another moment, and she could not help but see the desire and lust in his eyes, and it made her skin crawl.

      

      “Dae ye ken what she was treatin’ me for, lass?”

      

      Agnes shook her head. “No, I am afraid not,” she replied. “She had already mixed the tonic and merely asked that I deliver it.”

      

      He nodded, staring at her as if he was trying to decide whether or not she was telling him the truth. Finally, he gave her a nod, and she dug into the bag that hung from her shoulder and pulled out a small vial.

      

      “Well, bring it up tae me lass,” he said. “Dae ye think me arms can reach down that far?”

      

      Swallowing hard, Agnes slowly ascended the five steps that led to the platform where the Laird’s chair sat. She was dressed modestly, in a rough spun cotton dress that was shapeless, but Raibert looked at her as if imagining that she was wearing nothing at all. She tried to ignore it, tried to quell the feeling of revulsion that churned inside of her.

      

      When she stood before him, she held the vial out. He looked at her, and the tip of his tongue poked out from between his lips as his eyes continued to explore her body. It made her want to dive into a lake and scrub herself with a pumice stone until she’d taken her skin off.

      

      The vial trembled in her hand. “Laird Raibert. Your tonic.”

      

      “Are ye so anxious tae be away from me?” he asked, his voice carrying a note of danger. “Dae ye find me so revoltin’?”

      

      “No, Laird Raibert,” she replied quickly. “I just have many more chores I must attend to tonight.”

      

      Raibert reached out as if to take the vial, but instead seized her wrist. His grip was like iron, and though she tried to pull away, she could not break it. Agnes’ eyes widened, and a burst of white-hot fear flared within her heart, and for the first time, she worried that perhaps, Cináed was right, and this was a foolish plan.

      

      “Come here, lass,” he said, a salacious grin upon his lips.

      

      “Laird Raibert, this is wholly inappropriate—”

      

      “Daenae sound like such a prude,” he sneered.

      

      He pulled her down onto his lap, and as she struggled, she could feel his arousal. It provoked a sense of fear and disgust more powerful than anything she’d ever felt before, and it seemed, the harder she fought, the more aroused he became.

      

      “Laird Raibert, stop. Please.”

      

      Her head was rocked to the side, and she felt the sharp crack of flesh meeting flesh before she ever felt the sting of his hand. Her face burned where he’d smacked her, and tears welled in her eyes.

      

      “I’m thae bleedin’ Laird, lass,” he growled. “Ye’ll dae what I’ll tell ye tae dae. If I want to have ye, I’ll take ye.”

      

      Struggling blindly, Agnes lashed out. Her elbow caught him in the chin, and his head snapped back. He was stunned for just a moment, but Agnes used the time to scramble from his lap. She dashed down the stairs, his laughter chasing her.

      

      “Ye’ve got spirit,” he said. “I like that. Makes it fun, it does.”

      

      As Agnes rushed toward the door, she heard his bootsteps echoing all around her. His laughter rang out, and then he came around one of the pillars at the far end of the chamber, blocking her path to the door. Agnes pulled up quickly and tried to reverse her course, but then he was on her. She barely had time to wonder at the speed of the man when she felt his fist smash into the side of her head.

      

      Points of light burst behind her eyes and Agnes suddenly felt lightheaded. She was dizzy, and her body grew limp as Raibert shoved her to the ground. His face loomed over her, a crazed light of lust shining in his eyes.

      

      “No,” she wheezed, her voice weak. “Please stop. Do not do this.”

      

      “Oh, I’m going to do this.” He grinned maniacally. “Over and over and over…”

      

      He positioned himself between her legs and pushed her dress up around her waist. She tried to raise her knee, hoping to connect with his groin, but she was too weak. The room spun around her, and Raibert fumbled with his breeches, trying to pull them down.

      

      And then he had them down. Agnes tried to scream, but all that came out was a hoarse croak. Raibert held his flaccid member, trying to stroke himself to arousal. His face darkened, and he pumped his fist harder, growling beneath his breath. It was then, Agnes recalled what the tonic Lua made for him was for, and despite her best efforts to contain it, she burst into laughter.

      

      “Shut up,” he growled.

      

      She continued to laugh, her voice echoing around the hall, and Raibert’s face grew dark, his expression twisted in rage. Agnes tried, but couldn’t stop, so Raibert released his limp member and grabbed hold of her throat, squeezing tight. Her laughter cut off abruptly with a choked gasp, and Agnes felt her eyes grow wide. She tried to draw in a breath and couldn’t, and Raibert’s face loomed before hers, his eyes narrowed, his face twisted and hateful.

      

      Darkness crept in at the edge of her vision, and Agnes was having a hard time staving it off. With her head swimming, her vision wavering, unable to draw a breath, Agnes heard a thunderous crash. She was dimly aware of the door to the hall bursting open and slamming into the wall behind it, and a man in dark robes rushing and grabbing Raibert by the arms. He looked familiar, though she was so lightheaded she could not place him, but he pulled Raibert off her.

      

      And then suddenly, she could breathe again. Agnes lay there gasping, swallowing as much air as she could, as quickly as she could. Raibert struggled in the man’s grasp, trying to break free, but could not. Raibert’s men rushed in and helped the bearded man hold Raibert back.

      

      “Laird Raibert, stop!” the bearded man said.

      

      Eventually, by the time Agnes could breathe normally again, Raibert had settled down. He stood on his own, his face still red with anger, but no longer trying to break free to throttle her.

      

      Agnes got to her feet, rubbing her throat, which felt raw. She trembled but was grateful to the bearded man intervening. She wanted to thank him, but he stood with his back to her, quietly conferring with Raibert. When he turned, though, Agnes felt the blood freeze in her veins.

      

      “Father MacGrew,” she whispered.

      

      The priest looked at her, and she saw the recognition dawn in his eyes. A slow, feral smile curled his lips upward.

      

      “I believe I’ve seen what happened here,” the priest said.

      

      “What dae ye mean, Faither?”

      

      The priest turned to him and pointed at Agnes. “Ye’ve been bewitched, Laird Raibert.”

      

      “Bewitched?”

      

      Agnes channeled her anger and mustered her courage. She stood strong, her hands balled into fists at her sides as she stared at the priest.

      

      “I have done nothing of the sort-”

      

      “Silence, witch!” MacGrew roared.

      

      Agnes recoiled as if she had just been slapped. The priest glared at her balefully then turned back to the Laird.

      

      “I’ve tangled with this one before, Laird Raibert,” MacGrew said. “She’s a witch. An enchantress. She must’ve bewitched ye. Tis thae only reasonable explanation for what I seen when I came in, eh?”

      

      Raibert looked confused for a moment, but when his eyes shifted from the priest to her, then back again, understanding seemed to dawn on him. His eyes narrowed, and his jaw clenched. He began to nod.

      

      “Aye. I was out of me mind I was,” he said. “She must’ve bewitched me. Tis thae only explanation!”

      

      “I am not a witch!” Agnes cried.

      

      Several more of the dark-robed priests filtered into the hall, and a chasm of fear opened up inside of her. She gritted her teeth and headed for the doors, determined to get out of there and away from the priests and the madness they wrought.

      

      “Seize her,” Raibert’s tone was harder than steel.

      

      She started to run, but hands grabbed her by the arms, stopping her from moving. She struggled and thrashed, trying to break free, but they held her fast. She looked at the priest, and his expression was triumphant. After all this time, he was finally getting his wish. Raibert looked at her, and she could see he was angry… and still embarrassed by his failure to achieve his arousal. She thought that more than anything was his reason for handing her over to the priest so willingly.

      

      “Take her tae thae dark cells,” Raibert ordered.

      

      His men dragged her along with her. She continued to thrash, trying to break their grip, but their hands were like iron bands around her arms. She stumbled down the staircase, but they kept Agnes on her feet. The lower they descended, the more fetid the air became. It was saturated with the smell of human waste and misery.

      

      They dragged her to a cell and tossed her inside, quickly slamming the door behind them. The two men leered at her through the bars with the same lascivious expression that Raibert had. She suppressed a shudder, unwilling to give them the satisfaction of seeing her fear.

      

      “I hope Laird Raibert gives me a crack at her before they cut her bleedin’ head off,” said the one guard.

      

      “Nae bloody likely,” said the other. “But he may give you a go at her corpse.”

      

      “I may not turn it down.”

      

      They laughed together as they turned and walked out. Their voices echoed down the staircase as they walked back to the higher floors and out of the darkness and stank she was immersed in.

      

      Agnes pressed her back against the wall and sank down onto the pile of dirty, smelly straw on the floor that served as the bed. She drew her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. Tears raced down her cheeks as the full weight of her predicament settled down over her. Cináed did not know where she was. He did not know that she had been taken at all, so there was no way he would know to look down there in the cells.

      

      A rat that looked as large as a cat ambled across the floor. It’s high pitched squeak sent a jolt of fear through her heart. Agnes laid her head down on her knees and began to sob. She did not know how she was going to get out of the mess she found herself in. The darkness seemed to press even closer all around her.

      

      “Please help me,” she said to whoever might be listening.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Cináed

      

      After scaling the wall, Cináed crept along the water’s edge, approaching the family’s keep from the southern edge. He didn’t expect that with the loch guarding the rear, Raibert would have set his men to watch it. He only had so many fighters at his disposal.

      

      The night was dark, and the light patchy, as thick, dark clouds drifted across the face of the moon. He clung to the pockets of shadows and gloom as best he could. He made it to the rear wall of the keep without incident and let out a small breath of relief. Knowing he did not have a lot of time, he counted off the twenty-five paces from the southeast corner to the stones where the latch was hidden.

      

      Cináed glanced around once before slipping his hand into the small nook carved into the stone, trying to avoid thinking about the thick layer of webs that filled it and what might be lurking in it. He felt around for a moment, a small thread of worry winding its way around his heart until his fingers brushed the handle. He quickly pulled the handle and withdrew his hand and wiped away the webs and gunk that clung to it.

      

      When he was certain no spiders or any other bugs were crawling on him, he turned back to the wall and found the small section that had popped outward. Cináed grabbed hold of the edge and pulled on it, the hidden door opening with a squeal of hinges that haven’t been oiled in ages, making him grit his teeth. When the door was open enough for him to slip through, he paused, straining his ears, listening for the sound of an alarm being raised.

      

      He held his breath for several long moments but heard nothing, so he slipped through the door and carefully pulled it closed behind him. Cináed crept across the supply room and slipped the dagger from its sheath on his belt as he moved to the door that led to the corridors that wound through the keep. He opened the door, saying a silent word of thanks that this one opened without a loud squeal of its hinges.

      

      Cináed stuck his head out and looked around. The corridor was empty. He slipped out of the supply room and gently closed the door behind him. He made his way quickly through the hallways he knew so well, his dagger poised and ready, but did not encounter any resistance as he made it to the office.

      

      Cináed went in and closed the door behind him. Torches burned in sconces that hung on the walls, illuminating the room around him. Feeling the grains of sand slipping through the hourglass and fighting the wave of tension that rippled through his stomach, Cináed moved to the desk. Setting his dagger down, he pulled open drawers and rifled through the contents.

      

      “Nothin’,” he muttered to himself.

      

      Standing up, he looked around the office, knowing there was evidence that proved Raibert was colluding with the English somewhere in there but was unable to find it. The thought that Raibert perhaps kept it in his bedchamber crossed his mind, and although he knew he was pressing his luck - the longer he lingered in the keep, the more likely he would be caught - but Cináed thought he needed to check.

      

      Picking up his dagger, he moved toward the door when his eyes fell on an ornately carved and lacquered wooden trunk that stood against the wall beneath the window. Cináed stepped over to it and used the tip of his dagger to work the lock. Sweat rolled down his back, making his tunic stick to his skin, as he twisted the point of his blade. Growing frustrated, Cináed gritted his teeth and was beginning to consider smashing through the wood when he heard the click of the lock disengaging.

      

      He set the dagger down and quickly opened the lid, smiling to himself. Cináed picked up scrolls and parchments, quickly scanning the words. He wanted to scream out in joy. He had the proof he needed. Cináed pulled the satchel off his shoulder and started stuffing papers into it, loading everything he could find. He felt that his time was running out and would worry about reading through it all later.

      

      After taking everything that would fit in his satchel, Cináed stood and closed the lid of the trunk. He turned and moved back to the door, quietly opening it and paused, his heart leaping into his throat at the sound of voices. They were moving down the corridor away from him, and Cináed peeked out. His eyes widened, and a blinding rage burst within him as he watched two of Raibert’s men dragging Agnes between them, walked toward the stairs that would lead them to the cells beneath the keep.

      

      He muttered a curse as he watched them turn down the corridor, then slipped out of the office. Holding his dagger tightly, Cináed moved toward the stairs, his fury driving him on. Just before he reached the corridor that would lead to the staircase, though, a hand shot out of a darkened doorway and yanked him inside. The door slammed shut, and Cináed spun, his dagger out in front of him, ready to battle.

      

      “Maither,” he whispered, his voice thick with emotion. “I’m so glad tae see ye.”

      

      She waved him off irritably. “Aye, aye. We’ll have time tae reunite later,” she snapped. “What did ye think ye were doin’?”

      

      “I need tae free her,” he replied. “They’re takin’ her tae thae cells.”

      

      “Aye, they are,” she snapped. “And what were ye goin’ tae dae when ye get down there?”

      

      “Kill them and free Agnes-”

      

      “And then what, eh?” she hissed. “Goin’ tae fight yer way out? Goin’ tae take on all of Raibert’s men yerself?”

      

      Cináed stood flat-footed and looked at her, not sure what to say, let alone what to do.

      

      “Yer faither taught ye better than that, lad,” she said. “He taught ye tae have a plan, eh?”

      

      “Well… aye.”

      

      “And yer plan was tae get yerself killed then?”

      

      Cináed looked down at the ground and shook his head, feeling like a child who’d been caught doing something stupid and was being scolded for it. But when he looked up again, there was a gentle smile on her face and tears welling in her eyes that made them shiver.

      

      “Eoghan passed through here on his way tae carry out thae mission ye sent him. He told me ye’d be comin’ through here,” she said and took his hands, giving them a gentle squeeze. “It does me heart good tae see ye, Cináed. Oh, how I’ve missed ye.”

      

      “So many times I’ve wanted tae come stormin’ back tae save ye, Maither,” he stated. “I cannae ken how bad it has been for ye, or how roughly Raibert has treated ye.”

      

      “Tis nae been so bad. Mostly he ignores me,” she told him with a wry chuckle. “Other times, he yells at me. Tis nothin’ I cannae endure.”

      

      “I’m sorry, Maither. I’m sorry I ran and-”

      

      She pulled him into a tight embrace and held him for several long moments. And when she finally stepped back, he saw her cheeks were with her tears. Her lip quivered, and when she spoke, her voice was thick with emotion.

      

      “If ye didnae run, he would’ve killed ye. I wouldnae have been able tae bear that, son,” she said. “What gave me hope and thae courage tae endure was kennin’ ye were out there and that ye’d be comin’ back for me.”

      

      The stood in the dimly lit room, still clinging to one another’s hands tightly. Cináed was loath to let her go and leave her again. As she looked at him, though, a smile flickered across her lips.

      

      “Ye love her, daenae ye?” she asked, then added with a teasing tone. “Tis thae only reason I can think of that ye’d be foolish enough tae get yerself killed.”

      

      Cináed felt his cheeks flush, but he could not keep his own smile from curling the corners of his mouth upward. “Aye. I dae,” he admitted. “I love her.”

      

      Tears shimmered in his mother’s eyes, and she smiled, filling Cináed ’s heart with emotion. He could see how happy his mother was for him, and it strengthened his resolve and filled his heart with courage. But then her smile slipped, and her expression hardened as she put on the pragmatic face he knew so well.

      

      “I overheard Raibert talkin’ tae that bleedin’ priest,” she said. “They’re plannin’ on puttin’ that girl on trial tomorrow.”

      

      “On trial?” he gasped. “For what?”

      

      “Witchery,” she said. “And after her trial, they’re goin’ tae burn her at thae stake.”

      

      Cináed ’s heart and stomach both churned as his mouth grew dry. The anger in him smoldered, teetering on the edge of erupting into an inferno.

      

      “I need tae free her,” Cináed said.

      

      “Ye need tae use yer head,” his mother replied. “Yer nae goin’ tae dae her any good dead, are ye?”

      

      “Nay, Maither.”

      

      “Nay,” she repeated. “Tis time tae use yer head.”

      

      Cináed was having a hard time doing that, knowing Agnes languished in the cells. He did not know her condition. Did not know if she was hurt or what was happening. He knew nothing other than he loved her, and the thought of her in pain tore at his heart and his insides with razor-sharp claws.

      

      “Ye need tae go, Cináed,” she said. “Ye need tae come up with a plan, but ye need tae dae it quickly.”

      

      He looked back at the door, his heart telling him to go to the cells. To free her and fight his way out if he must. Cináed was willing to die for her. But the pragmatic voice in his mind, the one he’d inherited from his mother, whispered to him, and he knew he preferred to live, to build a life with her. To live a long and happy life with Agnes at his side.

      

      To do that, he knew he had to listen to his mother. To formulate a plan. But without men willing to fight alongside him, Cináed knew he was outmatched. Raibert may not have many fighters, but he still had more than Cináed could muster. Which meant he needed to be clever.

      

      “I will check on yer girl, Cináed,” she said. “I will see that she is all right. But ye need tae go. Ye need to figure out how tae free her… without dyin’ yerself.”

      

      “Aye,” he replied at last. “Tell her I will come for her. Tell her she will nae be burnin’ at thae stake. And I’ll be comin’ back for ye tae, Maither.”

      

      He shifted on his feet, his emotions still swirling around inside of him, so thick, he thought they would choke him. He looked into his mother’s eyes and saw her belief in him. Saw her fierce pride in him. He saw his mother’s fierce love for him and knew she was counting on him to free not just Agnes, but her as well.

      

      Knowing she’d had to endure hardship at the hands of his uncle made the fire inside of him burn even brighter. And suddenly, he felt responsible for the entire clan. Knowing his uncle had terrorized them, had beaten, and even murdered his clansmen, filled him with rage. It filled him with fury, but it also filled him with purpose.

      

      “And tell her I love her, Maither.”

      

      Her smile was wide and warm. “I will.”

      

      “And I love ye as well,” he said.

      

      Her eyes shimmered with fresh tears as she looked at him. It was a look so poignant, so to be filled with love that Cináed felt his heart swell to the point of bursting.

      

      “And I love ye tae, Cináed,” she replied. “Now, go. And bring Hell back with ye.”

      

      “Aye. I’ll dae that and more, Maither.”

      

      They embraced for a moment, and Cináed did not want to let her go. But she pulled back and pushed him toward the door. He gave her one last smile before slipping back into the corridor, then out of the keep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Agnes

      

      Dressed in a plain, rough spun, white cotton dress, Agnes was marched out of her cell and up the stairs. The manacles around her wrist clinked loudly as she walked, adding to her sense of dread. Her stomach churned, and her heart fluttered wildly as the guards escorted her through the corridors of the keep, finally pushing her through the doors of the great hall.

      

      Agnes swallowed hard as she looked at the crowd that had been assembled. On either side of the pillars that ran the length of the hall were men, women, and children. There must have been a hundred people crowded into the hall, and she felt the weight of all those eyes on her. Agnes felt heat blossom in her face, but she kept her eyes forward, doing her best to ignore it

      

      At the far end of the hall, Raibert sat in his chair upon the dais, one leg swung casually over the arm, chewing on an apple. He smiled smugly at her.

      

      “Bring her forward,” he commanded, his voice rising over the muted buzz of the crowd.

      

      The guards pushed her along toward the long oak table that had been set up at the foot of the dais. Seated at the table was Father MacGrew, and two other men in dark robes that matched his. Also at the table were a pair of older men who did not appear to be MacGrew’s priests, which told Agnes they were probably the clan Elders. But they looked troubled; their faces pinched, their expressions dark. More than that, they looked angry and perhaps a little bit frightened. Their expressions told Agnes they had likely been threatened, forced into attendance to provide an air of legitimacy to this farcical proceeding.

      

      Agnes’ throat was dry, and her belly churned violently. She looked around, frantically searching for Cináed ’s face among the spectators, but he was not there. Tears welled in her eyes, blurring her vision, and she sniffed loudly. She was alone. Cináed was nowhere to be seen, and she did not know if he was coming to save her. He might not even know she was in trouble. She shook her head. Of course, he would know.

      

      When she didn’t show up at their rendezvous point last night, he had to know something had happened to her. And he would have a plan to rescue her. He had to. He would not leave her to her fates - or rather, the fate Father MacGrew and his minions had planned for her. He would save her. Surely he would come.

      

      Agnes stood before the table, and the three bearded priests all glared at her contemptuously. The murmuring on the crowd grew louder, with everybody speculating about what was happening. Father MacGrew pushed his chair back, the legs squealing sharply on the stone floor, and got to his feet. The crowd in the hall fell silent instantly.

      

      “Under thae ever-watchful eye of God, thae good Laird Raibert, and the wise clan elders, ye all are here tae bear witness to the trial of this woman, kent as Agnes,” he intoned, his voice echoing around the hall. “She stands accused of witchery, and of treason. Of tryin’ tae bewitch thae good Laird Raibert intae committin’ immoral acts.”

      

      There were gasps and cries of shock from the crowd. She did not know many of the people of Cináed ’s clan, but some of them she did from accompanying Lua on her rounds. They all stared at her, some in surprise, some in disbelief, and others with outright contempt, but nobody said a word to or for her.

      

      “How dae ye plead, girl?” MacGrew said.

      

      Agnes’ mind spun wildly, threatening to tip her off balance completely. She could not believe she was in this situation. Could not believe she was being tried for witchery when she had done nothing wrong. Wrapped in thick tendrils of disbelieve, Agnes shook her head, unable to focus on what was happening around her.

      

      “How dae ye plead?” MacGrew almost shouted.

      

      “I am not guilty of anything. I did nothing wrong,” Agnes spat back, without thinking. “I certainly did not attempt to bewitch your precious Laird Raibert. I was merely dropping off an herbal tonic my mother has been providing him with for years. It is made of natural herbs and helps with his difficulty maintaining his… arousal.”

      

      Snickers and guffaws resounded around the hall, and Raibert sat up in his chair, his back stiff and straight, his eyes narrowed as he glared at everybody. The crowd fell immediately silent, but Agnes could still see expressions of amusement upon their faces. MacGrew slammed his fist down on the table and stared daggers through her.

      

      “So ye deny that ye bewitched this child of God, making him give intae thae lustful beast last night in this very hall?” MacGrew intoned. “Ye deny that ye used yer powers as an enchantress tae tempt him-”

      

      “I deny it all,” she yelled. “Your good child of your God tried to rape me. I was trying to get away from him.”

      

      The murmurs arose from the crowd again, but MacGrew silenced them all with just a look. Most probably feared - and rightly so - that they could end up in her place if they displeased the man. MacGrew was a religious zealot who had been trying to persecute Lua since Agnes was a child. He had been thwarted and frustrated at every turn. But Agnes supposed that murdering her was good enough for him. It would break Lua’s heart, and he knew it.

      

      “Bring forth thae first witness,” MacGrew called out.

      

      The doors to the hall opened, and an older woman Agnes had never seen before in her life limped in. She stood beside Agnes in front of the table, refusing to even look at her.

      

      “This is Marget Stewart,” MacGrew said. “Please, Marget, give yer account.”

      

      The older woman, pointedly not looking at her, cleared her throat. The silence in the hall crackled with tension as everybody watched the woman, leaning forward, intently listening to the woman’s testimony.

      

      “I seen this woman in thae woods, not a fortnight ago,” she said. “Naked as thae day she was born, dancin’ ‘round a fire. I seen her cavortin’ with thae Devil himself.”

      

      “Lies!” Agnes shouted.

      

      “Thae accused will be silent!” MacGrew roared. “Or we will gag ye for thae proceedin’s.”

      

      The older woman was replaced with a younger man. He looked at Agnes, and she could see sympathy in his eyes. That told her he was about to lie about her, but at least had the grace to feel bad about it. She wondered what MacGrew had paid them - or threatened them with - to gain their testimony.

      

      “Tell us what you saw, lad,” MacGrew prompted.

      

      “I had dealin’s with her. She wanted tae lay with me, but I refused. I’ve got a wife. She was angry,” he said slowly.

      

      “And what happened, lad?” MacGrew prompted.

      

      The man shuffled on his feet and looked down at the ground. “Me livestock all died, and all me crops rotted. She cursed me.”

      

      And on and on it went, with each witness they produced telling a more outrageous lie than the last. There was not a single person who spoke up on her behalf, and there was still no Cináed. Tears streamed down her face, and a knot formed in her belly, constricting so tightly, it was painful.

      

      It was obvious to Agnes; this entire process was a sham — the outcome predetermined. It should be obvious to anybody with half a brain. She looked up at Raibert, who sat perched on his throne, quaffing a glass of wine, as he smirked at her, his eyes seeming to say, she should have just given herself to him and avoided all of this.

      

      “I think we’ve heard enough,” Father MacGrew said. “After carefully weighin’ thae evidence, we’re ready tae pass sentence upon this witch.”

      

      “At least be honest, Father,” she hissed. “You were ready to pass sentence long before this farce ever began.”

      

      “Silence, heretic,” MacGrew growled, then turned back to the crowd. “By thae power of God, this woman has proven to be a consort of thae Devil. She has violated God’s law, and as such, shall be punished accordingly.”

      

      “Death tae thae witch,” somebody in the crowd shouted.

      

      “Aye,” MacGrew called. “Thae witch shall be cleansed by thae righteous fires of God!”

      

      Agnes felt as if her heart might just stop and render her dead right then and there as the icy grip of fear seized her. But then the doors to the hall behind her crashed open, and she turned to see Cináed and a small group of people, including Lua and Caoimhe, marching in, their faces grim and determined. Hope blossomed in her breast, and Agnes was unable to keep the smile from her lips.

      

      “Nobody’ll be dyin’ in a fire today,” Cináed announced. “Except mebbe ye, Faither.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Cináed

      

      The crowd was hushed, and the air was saturated with tension around them as Cináed and his group marched into the hall and stood before the table. The two priests who remained sitting looked alarmed, while Father MacGrew’s face darkened with rage. Raibert stood upon the dais, staring down at him with hatred in his eyes.

      

      Cináed grabbed hold of Agnes’ hand and gave it a squeeze. She looked back at him with a mixture of relief and unbridled affection. He smiled back at her, his heart swelling with emotion as he gazed upon her.

      

      “You certainly took your time arriving,” she said softly.

      

      “I thought a dramatic entrance would be best,” he whispered. “I love ye, Agnes.”

      

      “And I love you too,” she whispered back.

      

      “Seize that man,” Raibert roared. “He’s a traitor tae thae clan-”

      

      “Thae only treachery was done by ye, Uncle,” Cináed roared back.

      

      “Seize them now!” MacGrew called. “They’re in league with thae Devil. All of them.”

      

      Eoghan drew his sword and glared at the crowd. “If anybody takes a step toward is, I’ll cut ye in half.”

      

      Eoghan’s reputation as a swordsman within the clan likely played a role in nobody moving. Raibert’s fighting men, the only ones in the hall who were armed, exchanged looks but remained rooted to their spots. Cináed turned around, looking at the assembled crowd as the priests who were sitting, quickly got to their feet and scrabbled backward, putting themselves behind Father MacGrew.

      

      “All of ye who blindly follow Raibert, who believed his lies about me, hear me now,” he called. “Ye believed him when he said I was conspirin’ with other Lairds.”

      

      “Because you are!” Raibert roared.

      

      He descended a couple of steps, but Eoghan moved toward him, his blade bared, poised, and ready to strike. Raibert looked to his men, his face dark and twisted with rage.

      

      “Kill him,” Raibert sneered. “Kill him now!”

      

      The pair of clan elders who still sat at the table calmly rose to their feet. The older of the two, a man named Owen, turned to Raibert.

      

      “Ye shut yer mouth, Raibert,” he snapped. “I, for one, want tae hear what thae boy has tae say.”

      

      “As dae I,” said the other, a man named Lukas, who then turned to the crowd. “We should all hear what he what he has tae say and render our own judgment rather than submit our clan tae thae will of these… priests from lands that arenae our own.”

      

      Nobody moved a muscle to help Raibert, perhaps out of fear of Eoghan, perhaps out of fear of the elders, or perhaps because they were never that loyal to him, to begin with. Cináed didn’t know, and he didn’t care. All he cared about at that moment was that he had everybody’s attention. He cut a glance at his mother, who stood next to Agnes, and she gave him an encouraging nod.

      

      “Thae truth of thae matter is that Raibert has been lyin’ tae ye all along. Tis he who’s been conspirin’. Except he’s been conspirin’ with thae Ainglish - a Lord Pentar tae be specific,” Cináed announced. “Seems he had a deal all worked out with them - and with these priests - tae bring an army intae our lands, wipe out thae clans, and set himself up as a king. Also, the priests called for spiritual cleansing of our lands. They wanted us tae worship as they do and would burn anybody who didnae. Like they tried tae dae tae Agnes.”

      

      A loud murmur rippled through the crowd, and Raibert’s expression grew even darker. Cináed glanced over at the priests. They all stood together, heads bowed together, conferring quietly.

      

      “This is shite,” Raibert called. “Ye make accusations with nay proof.”

      

      “Oh, like ye did,” Cináed called back. “Except, I actually have thae proof tae back up what I’m sayin’. I’ve got thae missives between Raibert and Lord Pentar in his own hand, and with his seal.”

      

      Raibert protested, but Cináed could see in his eyes that he was afraid that he actually knew the truth. Raibert’s eyes drifted to the satchel that hung on Cináed ’s side and grew wide as the implication hit him square in the face.

      

      With a growl, Raibert dashed down the few steps and leaped over the table, vaulting himself straight at Cináed. But he was ready for it, and he spun to the side, allowing his uncle to land. But as Raibert turned to press his attack, Cináed threw a punch, putting all of his weight behind it. And when his fist smashed into Raibert’s nose, Cináed felt the crunch beneath his knuckles.

      

      Cináed grinned as his uncle’s head snapped backward. Blood flew from his nose, and he stumbled backward, landing heavily on his backside with a grunt. Before he could rise though, Cináed stepped forward, his own sword in his hand. The tip of his blade pressed against Raibert’s flesh, and his uncle looked at him with wide eyes, his breath ragged, and blood streaming down his face.

      

      “Shackle this man,” Cináed called.

      

      Eoghan stepped forward and quickly shackled Raibert’s wrists together. Once Raibert was secured, Eoghan hauled him to his feet and shepherded him over to where the priests stood and kept his sword at the ready. Cináed looked around the hall, all eyes on him, and an intense sense of anticipation saturating the air around them. Confident he had everybody’s attention, Cináed climbed on top of the table.

      

      “Hear me now. I am thae rightful Laird of this clan, and I come back tae claim what is mine by birthright,” Cináed started and held up the satchel of papers. “And this bag is full of papers that prove me uncle’s guilt. He is guilty of treason, and I invite anybody tae come see for yerself.”

      

      Cináed turned the satchel over, spilling all of the papers he had stolen from Raibert’s office onto the table. The people in the hall all looked at one another, but nobody moved. The tension increased, and Raibert let out another growl, but Eoghan press the tip of his sword to his throat, and his uncle stopped moving, glaring balefully at him.

      

      Elder Lukas and Elder Owen stepped forward and started to leaf through the pages. As they did, Cináed jumped down from the table and moved over to Agnes.

      

      “Are ye all right?” he asked. “Were ye mistreated?”

      

      She shook her head. “No. Your maither made sure I was all right,” she said with a small smile. “She is a lovely woman. Strong. Smart. I quite like her.”

      

      “And I quite like her,” his mother said, smiling at Agnes.

      

      The two elders turned to Cináed and gave him a nod and an apologetic smile. They bowed their heads, a look of contrition on their faces.

      

      “Laird Cináed speaks truth,” said the first man. “These messages are in Raibert’s own hand. He has conspired with thae Ainglish. Everything Laird Cináed said is true.”

      

      Almost as one, the crowd gasped and began whispering feverishly to one another. Cináed raised his hands to quiet the crowd, and they fell silent.

      

      “And let it be known, those who spoke at this mockery of a trial, bore false witness,” Cináed said, glaring hard at Raibert. “Agnes is guilty of nothing - and many of you who have been treated by her, Lua, and Caoimhe should know better. She does nae consort with thae Devil. She works with plants found in nature. So shame on ye for givin’ ear to these lies.”

      

      Tears stood in Agnes’ eyes as she looked at him. His mother held Agnes close and gave her a gentle squeeze.

      

      “Burn thae priests for their lies,” somebody shouted.

      

      The crowd broke into applause and chants of “burn them.” Father MacGrew and his two priests visibly blanched, fear crossing all of their faces. But Cináed held up his hands again, and the crowd quieted.

      

      “Nay. We will nae be thae monsters they think we are,” he intoned. “Nor will we bet thae monsters they are Thae priests will be given safe conduct out of our lands.”

      

      Cináed could smell the violence that simmered on the air. Felt the want of vengeance for their lies and deceptions. But he would not allow the blood of the priests to stain his hands. He turned and looked at MacGrew, holding the older man with his gaze.

      

      “Ye are exiled from our lands. If I see ye in our lands, or at thae market ever again, I will have yer head off,” Cináed said, his voice low and colder than ice. “Dae ye understand me?”

      

      The priests all nodded, though Father MacGrew continued to look at him through eyes that burned with hate. Cináed gave him a lopsided grin, then turned to Raibert.

      

      “As for me Uncle… for his treason against our clan, for now, we’ll put him in thae cells,” he said. “We’ll figure out what tae dae with him later. Take him away.”

      

      Eoghan smirked at Raibert as he and two others dragged him away as the priests scurried from the hall, leaving everybody standing in silence of stunned disbelief. Cináed looked to his mother once more, who looked back at him curiously. He gave her a smile, then favored Agnes with a look of pure adoration.

      

      “And there’s one more thing,” Cináed called out. He moved over to Agnes and pulled her to him, sliding his hands around her waist, and looked deeply into her eyes. “I love this woman with everythin’ in me and more. And I want tae make her me bride. If she’ll have me.”

      

      It seemed as if everybody in the hall drew in a breath all at once. The silence was so perfect, a pin drop would have sounded like thunder. Agnes looked into his eyes through a veil of shimmering tears. Cináed ’s hear churned wildly. He had not planned on doing what he just did, but the moment he spoke the words, he knew it was right. But now that Agnes remained silent, he began to worry. He’d thought he read the signs correctly, but a thread of uncertainty wound its way around his heart and pulled it tight.

      

      “Yes,” Agnes said. “Of course. Yes.”

      

      The crowd in the hall erupted into applause, cheering, and shouted well wishes. She threw herself into his arms and buried her face in his chest. Cináed held her tightly and felt his heart swell. He had never been as happy as he was at that moment. He looked over at his mother, and she stood there with her hands steepled in front of her mouth, tears streaming down her face. She looked at Cináed with a look of pure love and happiness for him.

      

      Agnes raised her eyes and looked at him. “I love you,” she whispered.

      

      “And I love ye,” he replied. “With everythin’ in me.”
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      Agnes

      

      The musicians played in the corner of the clan’s great hall as Agnes sat at the table upon the dais. Rather than holding their wedding in the great hall of the keep, Cináed had decided to hold it in the hall the clan used for their gatherings. He said it felt cozier and more intimate.

      

      And as she looked around at the walls built of wood, rather than cold stone, with a long fire pit that ran down the center, and rich tapestries that depicted the different sigils of the houses in the clan, Agnes could see he was right.

      

      She watched Cináed dancing to a lively tune with his mother. She clapped along with the music, laughing. Caoimhe and Eoghan stood together off in a corner, speaking low and laughing together. It wasn’t difficult to see the feelings between them blooming, and she was happy for her sister.

      

      “Tis good tae see ye happy, child.”

      

      Lua sat to her right at the marital table and favored her with the widest smile she’d ever seen on the woman’s face. It filled her heart with joy. But at the same time, she felt sad. Marrying Cináed meant she was moving out of Lua’s home and into the keep with Cináed … her husband. And given how things were progressing between Caoimhe and Eoghan, she wondered how long it would be before her sister did the same. The thought of the woman she’d thought of as her mother for most of her life being alone, out in the woods, broke her heart.

      

      Lua gave her a small smile as if reading her thoughts. “Ye daenae need tae worry about me, lass,” she said. “I’ll be fine.”

      

      “I worry about you out there, all alone.”

      

      She scoffed and waved her off. “I been out there all me bleedin’ life, and I’m still here, eh?”

      

      “I’d feel better if you moved closer to the keep.”

      

      “Bah. Ye ken, I prefer me privacy,” she said. “Ye ken, I like thae quiet.”

      

      Agnes smiled and nodded. She knew well. Lua did not do well among people and preferred to interact with them on her terms and in short bursts, usually just enough to treat their ailments.

      

      The music ended, and the crowd applauded. She watched Cináed bow to his mother, who was then promptly swept up into another dance by a large and dashing man. She laughed and smiled as he spun her around. Cináed started to make his way back toward her but was intercepted by a couple of large, burly men who pulled him into a tight embrace, giving him a pounding on the back Agnes thought would have probably broken bones inside of her. They laughed and began talking together.

      

      “He’s a good lad,” Lua said. “And he loves ye somethin’ fierce.”

      

      “He is a very good man,” she replied. “And I am very fortunate.”

      

      “Nay lass,” she said. “He’s thae fortunate one. And thae reason I like him so much is that he kens it.”

      

      Agnes smiled and looked down. She tried to cover the flush in her cheeks by raising the goblet of wine to her lips and taking a drink.

      

      “How long dae ye think it’ll take Eoghan tae propose tae yer sister?” Lua wondered aloud. “Seems like he’s been wooin’ her for years.”

      

      “I think Caoimhe will be the one doing the proposing,” she laughed.

      

      Lua joined her. “Aye. Ye may be right.”

      

      “He is a good man too,” Agnes noted.

      

      “That he is, lass. That he is,” she replied.

      

      They fell silent for a little bit, watching the wedding party in full swing all around them. Over the days and weeks, since Cináed reclaimed his Lairdship, his clan came together and seemed tighter than ever. And they had embraced her like one of their own. Agnes had never felt so accepted - and loved - by so many in all her life.

      

      The strange turn of events in her life that led her here came rushing back to her all at once, and she was overwhelmed by the emotion of it all. The depth of happiness that swelled her heart seemed bottomless, and most days, Agnes didn’t feel worthy of it. But she was trying. She wanted to return the love and friendship they had lavished upon her.

      

      “I saw two doves this morning,” Agnes said. “They sat together on a branch. A third sat upon a higher branch.”

      

      Lua nodded, a smile creeping across her face. She turned to Agnes and took her hand, giving it a gentle squeeze.

      

      “Have ye told him yet?” she asked.

      

      Agnes shook her head as she smiled along with Lua. “Not yet,” she said softly. “I was not sure-”

      

      “Bollocks,” Lua said and gently placed her hand on Agnes’ belly. “Ye ken ye’re sure. Ye’re just scared.”

      

      “I am. I am terrified,” she said. “I do not know what kind of maither I’ll make. It scares me to think that I’ll be terrible at it.”

      

      Lua’s grip on her hands tightened, and she held Agnes’ eyes firmly. The older woman’s expression was serious as if what she was about to say was the most important thing she would ever say.

      

      “Ye are goin’ tae be a wonderful maither,” Lua urged. “Ye will raise beautiful, amazin’ children. Daenae ye ever doubt that.”

      

      Tears spilled from the corners of her eyes, and she looked down at her hands for a moment, taking a beat to gather herself before turning her eyes back to Lua.

      

      “If I am even half the maither to my children that you have been to me, I’ll consider myself a success,” Agnes said.

      

      Lua was the most stoic woman she had ever known, and Agnes was nearly speechless when she saw tears rolling down the older woman’s cheeks. Neither spoke a word, but Lua pulled her into a tight embrace. They clung together fiercely, the love between them thicker than the darkness of the night outside.

      

      Slowly, they sat back, shaky smiles on both of their faces. Cináed leaned on the table across from them, his cheeks flushed from too much drink, and a wide smile on his face.

      

      “Did I miss somethin’?”

      

      Agnes and Lua exchanged glances, and both women laughed uncontrollably together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Extended Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Eager to learn what the future holds for Agnes and Cináed?

      

      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/pg1f
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      Thank you for reading my novel, Loving a Highland Sibyl. 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, in order to get better at writing.

      

      Please use the link below:

      

      https://www.julianawight.com/yx23

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Do you want more Romance?

          

        

      

    

    
      If you’re a true fan of the Scottish romance genre, here is a sample of my favourite writer’s, Kenna Kendrick, latest best-selling novel: Taken by her Highland Enemy

      

      This is the epic tale of Isabelle and Eamon. Isabelle, a rebellious English lady who manages to convince her enemy to steal her away. Did I mention that this enemy is the most enticing Highlander? Together, as they grow closer, they will try to stop her father's vile plans. How will she convince her Highlander? And how much of a threat is her father?
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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      March 1756, Fort William

      

      Eamon Wilson felt the cold stone against his back as he hid out of sight of the torches. He couldn’t wait until all this hiding was over, and his enemy could be removed from his list of concerns, his head cut off and set upon a stake, finally quelling the reach of the serpent’s tongue into his lands.

      

      His hand clutched the sword at his side, and his eyes roved from one end of the shadowy stone wall to the other. He was close to the enemy because Lord Cutler was in the very same fort that Eamon was watching, most likely stuffing his face with cold meats and jellies, bread, and sweets, oblivious to the bloody fate that lay before him. The boy was late tonight. The thought irked Eamon, for at any moment, he could be found by Cutler’s guard and taken into the fort to be tortured and eventually executed.

      

      The English were bloodthirsty, land-hungry, and greedy beyond compare. Eamon knew what they were capable of. He’d seen it before when soldiers would come and destroy the villages, looting them, killing its inhabitants, having no mercy. War had been going on too long in these lands, and Eamon wanted it back for the pride of all Highlanders, especially for the ones slaughtered at Culloden.

      

      Eamon was tired of being afraid. There was a time in his past when he had been too afraid and, thus, fled. His family and his brother’s family had suffered greatly as a result, and for years, he hadn’t had the courage to return to them. He didn’t know if his brother would ever forgive him for what he’d done, but this time he was not going to flee. He was going to face the enemy head-on, and once he learned everything about them, he would find Sean and try to get him to understand the danger he was in.

      

      The English would stop at nothing to get what they wanted, and this time the King wanted revenge. Just last year, the King’s nephew, Sir Henry Shefford, was in the Highlands and attempted to slaughter a well-known band of Scottish thieves, but he died in a vicious battle at the hands of those same criminals. The King had sent another representative to fight and bring the band in to answer for their crimes. But he too was killed, and so now the King burned with thoughts of revenge.

      

      Lord Darius Cutler, a nobleman of one of the highest ranks, had been sent in order to find the guilty party once and for all and execute them to satisfy the King’s thirst. That was the man outside whose fort Eamon Wilson waited in the shadows. It was too damning, for Eamon’s brother Sean had been the man who killed the second proxy. He would now be hunted unless Eamon did something about it. Thoughts of all the wealth stolen from the King’s purse as he committed the killing did nothing to dampen his desire to plan for the man’s demise.

      

      Eamon was growing impatient with waiting. He was about to take his leave, get a message to the boy to think of another time, and make his way back to his men when he heard light, quick footsteps coming down the passage. Eamon tensed, slowly removing his sword from his scabbard, but then he saw the outline of the boy, lit dimly by torchlight, enter his vision. “Eamon!” the boy whispered, and Eamon took the boy’s arm and yanked at it, pulling him into a darker passage.

      

      “Boy! Dinnae be a fool! We must keep our voices low and our forms out of light. Ye are late! I have been waiting for ages!”

      

      The young boy attempted to catch his breath before he spoke, and Eamon took in his features. He still wore the same ragged clothing with belt and cap, but one thing that Eamon noticed was each time he saw the boy, he thought he looked more and more like a young girl rather than a boy, for his waist went inwards instead of straight and strong. That made Eamon think he was far younger than he imagined. His voice had not dropped yet, and it still had a light, feminine lilt to it.

      

      The boy continued. “Forgive me, Sir. But I had trouble finding the time to get away. My master is becoming ever more suspicious with my movements of late.” Eamon tensed and looked around him, clutching his sword hilt once more.

      

      “Have ye brought me intae a trap, lad?”

      

      “No, no. Do not worry. I was able to get away. I do not mean he is suspicious of me consorting with Scotsmen. I only mean he is ever desiring to know my location. It’s as if he wants to discuss something with me at every turn. No matter. To the topic at hand.”

      

      Another thing Eamon noticed about the young boy was the fact that his word choice was more proper than he’d expected. He spoke like someone older and well-educated, but he supposed it was due to the fact that his employer was so high in society. “Go on. What new word do ye have for me?”

      

      “My Lord comes with men, a dozen at least, but I think he plans to find more men at Fort Augustus, along the way. He will decide soon. They plan to head further into the Highlands, towards ‘The Wanderer’ and his land in the next few days. I have heard him speak of it. But you should know, he will bring money and gold with him, and each of his men will carry a portion of it.”

      

      Eamon leaned back against the wall and grinned. “Will he then? I imagine that tae be an even greater sum than I’d hoped. And ye dinnae know the exact day that they will leave?”

      

      The boy shook his head. “No, they are deciding. But they seem to favor the day after tomorrow, once they collect the supplies. How long will it take them to travel to The Wanderer?”

      

      “A few days at most. I will have time tae warn him and make plans. Aye, that’s good. Thank ye, boy.” He placed a coin in the boy’s hand and was surprised at the softness of the skin there. “Boy, ye know that ye must harden yer hands if ye are tae become a man. These are like ladies’ hands.”

      

      The boy chuckled to himself and bowed in thanks. He looked one way and then the other and made a move to slip back into the near passage and return to his chambers. But Eamon caught his arm again, and the boy’s face turned back to the older man’s. “What is it?”

      

      “Why do ye help me? Why do ye betray yer employer? It certainly cannae simply be for the coin. This is a dangerous job, too dangerous for one as young as yerself. What motivates ye?” Eamon watched the boy’s shadowed expression with a critical eye. He needed to make sure that his whereabouts would not be tracked as he made his plans to kill Lord Cutler.

      

      The boy stuttered back forcefully, a surprise to them both, and said, “I do it for The Scots.”

      

      In surprise, Eamon dropped the boy’s arm, and the boy fled away, the sound of his footsteps growing fainter as they disappeared back to the Fort.
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      Northern Highlands, March 1756

      

      Sean and Rose Wilson stood staring at Eamon Wilson with suspicious eyes after he told them his plans. He had arrived almost half an hour ago after traveling days to find them. He had left his men in a nearby tavern to wait for his instruction. He feared to give away his brother’s location to anyone.

      

      If there was any lesson that he had learned over these past few years, it was to give out one’s trust sparingly, perhaps even better if one trusted no one. “Brother, I know that ye have cause tae distrust me, but I do this for ye. And the wealth of course, which we can split taegether. Ye need it if ye are going tae help yer family. Ye will nae be able tae do so if ye find yerself killed by Lord Cutler’s sword.”

      

      Sean nodded and eventually sat down. A pregnant Rose followed suit. Sean continued. “Aye, I have agreed tae yer plan, brother, but it is nae just my distrust of ye that makes me hesitant. I dinnae ken how we will muster the strength tae fight back. I have men here, but they are content with their new and peaceful lives. We havenae practiced our swords for many a month. And ye are only yerself.”

      

      “Is there a way we can keep Cutler’s men from finding this place? I dinnae think the battle should be done here,” Rose said.

      

      Eamon sighed, what he was about to say weighing heavily on his chest. “I am sorry tae say, lass, that they know this place already, despite its remote nature. My spy has told me that Cutler will arrive in the next few days. Since my journey here, he also has already begun his own. I would expect him in two days’ time. So, we must set to planning. Sean and I can ride tae meet him upon the road tae prevent his seeing the village, but he still knows where it lies.”

      

      Rose’s face screwed up with anger, and her skin flushed red. She slapped a hand against the table. “Then ye must kill all who ride with him. But who is this spy ye speak of? Can they be trusted?”

      

      Sean chimed in. “Aye, how do we even ken what the spy says is true?”

      

      Eamon twisted his mouth in thought as he planned his words. He leaned forward again. “Ye will find this bit of news quite interesting. I asked the spy myself about why they would help a band of Highlanders attempting to protect themselves, and ye know what the boy told me? He said he did it for The Scots.”

      

      Eamon waited as the words sank into his companion’s minds. Rose and Sean both wore a similar expression. Confusion, then surprise, then disbelief. Sean said, “Truly? But that doesn’t make any sense.”

      

      Rose added, “Aye, all members of The Scots are now settled in these lands. They are working on nae mission. They have nae plans of rebellion at this time.”

      

      Eamon shrugged. “He did not say that he was a member of The Scots. My spy is an English boy.”

      

      Again, Rose and Sean showed expressions of surprise. Eamon nodded. “Aye, I ken. It doesnae make sense, but I am under the impression he doesnae get treated well by his master. Perhaps that is why he rebels against him?”

      

      “And leads him tae his potential death,” Rose said to herself.

      

      “Aye. There have been papers nailed up in the surrounding areas calling for a rebellion against the English. Could this be the work of the boy?”

      

      He unfolded a page and displayed it for Rose and Sean to see. “I took one on the journey here so I could show ye. I thought it might be The Scots, but I suppose nae, after ye said they are at Peace now.”

      

      Rose nodded. “How very strange. I mean, ‘tis nae strange that men want tae rebel against the English, but that these would spread around just as this Lord Cutler comes tae take his revenge.”

      

      Eamon sighed. “Well, whether it be strange or nae, this is our chance tae get the man before he comes for ye. Leave the riches tae me if ye dinnae want them. I know, Sean, ye wish tae live a different life. But then there is nae other option than tae fight back and kill the man, and his men, afore he takes the life of yer family once more!” Once Eamon said the words, he knew that he should have put it more delicately. He had spent years punishing himself for leaving his brother to fight against a Highland enemy, where they lost their father, and Sean lost both his wife and child. Eamon would not be the orchestrator of his brother’s ruin once more.

      

      “Forgive me, brother,” he continued, “But I cannae see this happen tae ye again.” He watched as Rose placed a hand softly upon Sean’s arm. The intimate movement touched him, and for the first time in a long time, Eamon desired that someone would be there for him to comfort and to love, just as he was. But he pushed that desire out of his mind. It would serve him no good when revenge and wealth needed to be at the center of his thoughts.

      

      Sean nodded solemnly. “Aye, ye are right, brother. We will prepare. But we must begin by practicing our swords.”

      

      Eamon grinned, filled with energy that the plans would begin. “That we must. I hope ye will find my skills have improved over the years. All the men will remember what they must do once they lay their hands once again upon their swords. It will not be too late. And do not worry. It is not just me. I have a group of men waiting for my word at a tavern in the town below. They will come when we need them.”

      

      The two men stood, and Rose looked up at them with longing. “I apologize that I cannae join ye in the practice.” Rose looked down at her stomach briefly. Eamon raised an eyebrow, and Sean chuckled, placing a hand on his wife’s shoulder.

      

      “Aye, brother, ye should see my wife in a battle of swords. She is nae one tae trifle with as leader of The Scots.”

      

      Eamon paused for a moment, and his eyes widened. “Is this Scots land as well? I’m impressed, Rose. I found out about The Wanderer, and everyone’s heard of The Scots. But I did not imagine there tae be a connection such as marriage between my brother and the infamous band of thieves. Well, then, it is doubly good that I came tae warn ye.”

      

      Rose sat up and lifted an eyebrow. “Ye are impressed because I’m a woman and women cannae do such things, is that it? Think a woman cannae handle the job? After the loss of my clan, I was all they had!”

      

      Eamon paused, knowing that he was in dangerous territory once he spotted the dark look in Rose’s eyes. He held up his hands in defense. “Forgive me, sister, I didnae mean tae offend. ‘Tis nae that a woman cannae do it, of course, but ye must admit ‘tis highly unusual. That is why it impresses me so.” Rose seemed to calm at that, and the taut muscles in her face relaxed. Sean’s hand remained on her shoulder. “Come, I do hope that one day, ye and I can have a battle of swords taegether. I wish tae see yer skill.”

      

      Sean smiled, and so did Rose. “Aye, lad,” Sean said. “A woman has the advantage of being lighter of foot and quicker. They are the experts of the hidden dagger thrust intae the belly just when ye least expect it.”

      

      Eamon looked impressed. “That I could definitely see. Now, come, shall we speak tae the men?”

      

      Sean nodded. “Aye. I shall call Donovan. He’s our second-in-command, and we shall discuss with him first. Goodbye, Rose. Please try to rest a little, my dear.”

      

      Sean and Eamon wandered outside of the cabin and into the bright sunshine. The blue sky with white clouds scudding across it brightened their spirits, even though the ominous arrival of Lord Cutler loomed in their minds. Eamon watched as his brother motioned for Donovan to come to meet him. He was happy for him.

      

      His big brother had made such a change in life. He wanted to hear all about it. Deep down, he was grateful for the danger that Lord Cutler brought, for it had forced him to come and seek Sean out, the infamous Wanderer, a hired sword. Now that Sean had settled, it had been much easier to find him, climbing his way through the rocky and hilly Highlands, speaking to clans along the way, hearing whispers of a remote area, hidden away from clan and town, close to Loch Ness, but nestled in a foreboding forest.

      

      It gave Eamon a purpose once again. Since he fled his father’s lands, he had worked hard labor for a time, until he met with a man who gave him everything he was missing in his life: the skills with a blade and a sense of belonging. They had wandered all over the North of Scotland, seeking, fighting, and plundering. But he missed the warm bosom of his family, and he’d heard rumors about what had occurred.

      

      His heart broke when he found out about Sean’s wife and child. He was afraid that Sean would never want to see him again. So once he found out that there was a price upon his brother’s head, he wasted no time in coming to find him. He just hoped that his brother would trust him once more.

      

      Eamon had mixed feelings as he approached his brother’s land on horseback. He was surprised at how well his older brother looked after all this time and hardship. One could tell they were definitely kin, but while they were both dark-haired, Sean’s was the lighter of the two, while Eamon looked the swarthier. Seeing Sean’s look of wariness had made his whole body tense with each pounding of hooves. He will wonder why I have come after such a long time. He might even kill me on the spot.

      

      But Eamon had been lucky. Sean had done nothing of the sort and gave him a listening ear. Now they were on the verge of moving together once more as if the past had not occurred.

      

      “Donovan! Come. There is much to discuss.” Sean yelled over to Donovan, his right-hand man. He was young with reddish hair and stood tall and proud.

      

      “Aye, Sean?” Donovan walked towards them, skepticism in his eye as he took in Eamon’s figure. He was the one who had noticed Eamon’s approach when he was still far away. Eamon was used to being eyed thus, as he knew that his rough appearance often made others think he was a dangerous rogue.

      

      Sean said, “Donovan, this is my brother, Eamon. He comes with bad news, I’m afraid.” Sean explained the approach of Lord Cutler. “We need to prepare the men tae meet him out in battle before he and his men find the village.”

      

      “And there is wealth to be had,” Eamon added.

      

      “We dinnae wish tae rob anyone anymore, like I said,” Sean said sharply.

      

      “Even if they are our sworn enemies?” Eamon asked, skeptical.

      

      “Aye, even so. Ye may take the money if ye so wish. But that could bring the King once again upon our heads if he knows it was The Scots that both killed and robbed his men.”

      

      Donovan replied, “Is the information certain, Sean? Could it nae be that someone wishes tae lure us away from our homes so that they can attack when there are nae people tae defend it?”

      

      Sean paused for a moment. He glanced at Eamon, and Eamon knew he was trying to search for the lie in his eyes. He hoped Sean knew him well enough that he would know Eamon wouldn’t do such a thing. Eamon was not a liar. He might have been fearful, but he was an honest man. And despite the draw of Lord Cutler’s wealth, Eamon would have ridden in search of Sean anyway, to warn him that he was in danger.

      

      Sean shook his head, and Eamon wanted to sigh with relief. Sean looked back at Donovan, who continued to eye Eamon with doubt. “Donovan, that wouldnae make sense. Most of the villagers here are swordsmen and women, but perhaps they dinnae know that. Besides, Lord Cutler wishes tae kill Rose and me for what happened tae his nephew and Lord Marcus. It wouldnae behoove him tae remove us and then come back tae an empty village, would it?”

      

      Donovan colored a little, and Sean hesitated slightly before continuing, trying to ignore Donovan’s discomfort. “The plan is for the men tae practice their sword skills. We need tae leave in a day’s time tae meet him. We must start right away. Then, we can prepare for our journey: horses, food, weapons, and the like. How many men come with Cutler?”

      

      Eamon answered, “My spy tells me that he could come with at least a dozen men, but he plans to pick up more soldiers at Fort Augustus as he travels northward. We may have the advantage in numbers, but I assume they will be well-armed and well-skilled, for each of them will be carrying a small percentage of wealth upon their person.”

      

      “Aye. Donovan, do ye nae think we will have the advantage over a dozen men?”

      

      Donovan looked surprised for his opinion to be requested. Eamon could tell Sean was pleased. “Aye, I think so, but if it becomes twice that, we may struggle. We just need tae remember our swords. But I think we ought tae hide in the hills and forests and take as many down as we can with arrows first.”

      

      Eamon’s eyes widened with excitement. “Have ye bows and arrows?” At the two men’s nods of assent, he grinned. “Then, we shall be saved. They will nae be able tae fight with their muskets when arrows fall from the sky down upon them.”

      

      Sean nodded. “Donovan. Gather the men. Tell them tae leave any of the building tasks they were completing and meet in the large clearing in the woods.” Sean pointed. Donovan left quickly, off to send the message out.

      

      Sean turned to Eamon. “The village is not large, but it will take time for the men to drop whatever they’re doing. I hope they will come as soon as they’re able. We’re in the middle of building homes, outhouses, storage spaces, everything we need for a full, thriving village. You must understand my disappointment that a vengeance-hungry Englishman is the cause of our delay.”

      

      Eamon smiled, happy his brother was willing to share such information. “Aye, ye have built a good life, brother. But ye would rather take pause, I am certain than have everything ye’ve worked for be burned tae the ground.”

      

      Sean grunted in assent.

      

      They walked towards the forest in silence. Both clutched their swords in hand, and Eamon said softly, “Remember, brother, when we would fight each other with sticks, in the trees near our home? Father would try tae teach us, but we wouldnae listen tae instruction.” Sean chuckled softly. Eamon’s heart warmed. He enjoyed being in the presence of family again, but he was not ready to tell Sean so.

      

      “Aye, I remember. It feels as though it was a lifetime ago.” Sean squinted his eyes up at the sun. “The world has become a cold and cruel place since then.”

      

      Eamon replied solemnly, “That it has.”Eamon felt a familiar guilt hang over him, for he knew that Sean referred to his betrayal. But there was also so much more. Despite the sunlight glinting off the green leaves in the trees, Eamon could feel a foreboding in his heart, and he only wished his deepest fears would not come to pass.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      On the road from Fort William, towards Inverness

      

      “Stop! I wish to rest here.” Lord Cutler raised a gloved hand in the air, and he could hear the slowing of hooves as he and his men approached the stone tavern. It was adjacent to a grassy hill, and a curl of smoke lifted into the air as the evening settled in.

      

      He dismounted, and the jangle of bridles and the stretch of leather echoed into the air. “Let’s see if these Scotsmen can prove their hospitality.” He grinned, and his lead man, Martin Dorset, grinned back.

      

      “Yes, milord, but I’m certain it will not be the same as what you’d receive in England. They  are country folk, unused to serving nobility.”

      

      Lord Cutler nodded his head curtly, satisfied. He was a tall man, broad of the shoulder with dark hair and dark eyes that narrowed into slits whenever he spoke. It unnerved many a person, but Martin was used to the lord’s manners and quirks. Lord Cutler motioned to the back of him. “Tell the men to get their horses to the stables. Bring Isabelle here to me. I wish to eat with my daughter. Her lady’s maid can eat with the men once they sort out the horses.”

      

      Martin nodded and scurried off to do his bidding, and Lord Cutler pushed open the door of the tavern to a surprised innkeeper. A few guests lingered at tables around the establishment, and all of them looked towards the door, their eyes wide.

      

      “Aye, Sir? Can I help ye?” The innkeeper asked, and Lord Cutler pinned with him a dark glare as he walked up to him.

      

      “I have many men here to feed. Our horses need to be fed, watered, and brushed. I want a hot meal and your finest ale. We shall pay you handsomely. And we need a bit of information, but I will ask later, once my belly is full.” Lord Cutler opened his gloved hand to show a gold coin lying in the center. But then he closed his hand again once the innkeeper got a look at it.

      

      He enjoyed taunting the workmen he came into contact with. They had never seen so much wealth in their lives, and if he wanted them to do their duty properly, then he had to prove to them that he could pay. Not that he always did.

      

      The innkeeper put down the tankard he was drying, and he nodded. “Aye, Sir. Right away.” The innkeeper scuttled off, and Lord Cutler sat down close to the hearth and set his feet up on the chair next to him. A mug of ale was brought to him soon after, and without glancing up at the person who brought it, he grabbed onto the mug and took a deep long sip. He began to grumble.

      

      Where is Isabelle? That girl will give me no end of trouble. She is probably giving money to the beggars lingering outside. I had hoped to instill a harder heart in her, for a soft one will do her no service in this world, but alas.

      

      A woman with long dark hair braided down her back entered the tavern, wonder in her eyes. She looked around the low-ceilinged room and smiled. She was diminutive but womanly, and anyone could tell by the set of her shoulders that she was born of noble blood.

      

      Lord Cutler waved at her from across the room, and she colored before finding her way to him. “Father. Isn’t this wonderful? I thank you again for bringing me on this journey, for I had such a yearning to see how the Scottish people in the countryside live. Such industry and hardness to it. I’m amazed!”

      

      Lord Cutler wiped his ale from his mouth with the back of his hand. Plates of steaming hot ham and bread were set before them. “Isabelle, you mustn’t be in awe of such things. Lurking just below the surface, these people are bloodthirsty and have no education nor morality. They would as soon cut your throat as look at you. You must keep a wary eye on them all. We are here on a mission of revenge for our King. Do not forget that!”

      

      He pointed to her before beginning to eat. The excitement left her face a little, and she began to eat as well, chewing slowly and quietly. “How much further will it be, Father?”

      

      He grunted. “I am not entirely certain. Martin thought he knew the way, but he is confused by the hills here. We will have to ask the innkeeper if there is anything that they can tell us, though I hate to depend on their generosity.”

      

      “But you will pay them, of course, won’t you, Father?”

      

      He nodded but did not look at her. Isabelle gave him the oddest feeling from time to time that she was rebuking him. Now that her mother was long gone, he often feared that she had taken his wife’s place and endeavored to try and change him. He spotted the innkeeper once more, returning from where he had disappeared to. He saw his men begin to wander in and take their places amongst the empty tables, moving those out of the way whose place they wanted.

      

      He smiled to himself. His men were patiently selected by none other than himself. They were the most skilled, the most brutish, and the most intelligent of all the soldiers of his Majesty. They would find the man who killed the King’s nephew and his Majesty’s second proxy. Lord Cutler would not fail, not when these men were on his side, and wealth and status would be his forever.

      

      He hailed the innkeeper who paled a little at the sight of it. The rather stout man approached the table with hesitation. “Aye, Sir?”

      

      “I need that information,” Lord Cutler said, before taking another deep drink from his tankard.

      

      The innkeeper nodded, and Lord Cutler wished he could slap the fat man’s face, for his cheeks were pink with fear. So like a woman.

      

      “The Scots, the band of thieves. Surely, you’ve heard of them in these parts? I search for them and wish to know their whereabouts. My leader has gone astray, and we cannot find the way.”

      

      The innkeeper swallowed, and Lord Cutler noticed his hesitation. The man glanced at Isabelle, who was merely staring back at him. “Do not look to my daughter for pity or to stall your words.” He held tightly to a dagger at his side. He could fillet the man alive if he hid something. He could tell he was trying to by the tightness of his shoulders, the sweat on his forehead, and the nervous clasping of his hands. “I can see you falter. What is it?”

      

      The innkeeper shook his head and began to stutter. “No, Sir, ‘tis just that they are a fearsome lot. I dinnae wish for any trouble. I wish only for peace.”

      

      Bloody idiot.  “Peace will not be your reward if you do not give me what I seek. Where are they?” He was growing impatient now, and he could feel that familiar cold rage moving over him, holding him in its grasp. He was taut like the string of a bow, and he knew just what would happen if he were to snap.

      

      The innkeeper swallowed again. “They were roaming about these parts for years, plundering and the like. But now, they have moved far intae the mountains with the one who is called The Wanderer. Tae the Northeast. Ye must take the road toward Inverness, but then there is a large cluster of trees along the path, dark and menacing. There ye must turn, afore ye cross the Loch. Ye will find them.”

      

      Lord Cutler grinned. The Scots and The Wanderer all in one? Excellent. The King will be pleased. Cutler had not been certain of this fact, despite Martin’s assurances, but now he was convinced. He placed the gold coin down on the table with a slap. “There, that was not as difficult as you imagined.” The innkeeper’s eyes widened, and he took the coin gingerly.

      

      “Best of luck with yer journey, Sir.”

      

      He moved away, and Lord Cutler stared back at his daughter. “Finish your meal, daughter. We shall be on the road soon enough. Revenge moves in my belly.”
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        * * *

      

      Lady Isabelle Cutler ate as quickly as she could. She always tried to be grateful for what she had been given, but it was difficult sometimes, when she had a father such as Lord Cutler, always bellowing, always following the dark path. He had not always been this way, but in the past few years, once her mother had passed on, her father had hardened, continually seeking out violence and revenge.

      

      He became the King’s righthand man once the King’s former one, Marcus Donovan, had been killed only a few months before. He had been vying for that position for a long time, and Isabelle had felt a sense of deep dread, once she realized her father had earned the position. Now he was on a journey towards revenge, for he had plans to kill The Wanderer and The Scots in their entirety, no matter the times she’d tried to convince him not to, for many reasons, one of them being that The Scots was a mixture of men and women and their children.

      

      The King wished her father to banish these people from the Earth, and her father did not need much urging or encouragement. He had gathered up his most bloodthirsty and sword-skilled of men and set off, picking up new soldiers along the way. Now, their caravan was over 30 strong. It would be a slaughter. Isabelle had begged and pleaded with him to allow her to go on the journey, and he was surprised at her interest. He allowed her to come, but she knew it was only because he wanted her to become hard, just as he was. Perhaps she could be of use to him one day, he would tell her.

      

      She begged him to let her join because she thought she might try to convince him to sway his course or at least find a way to stop the brutal attack from happening. She was grateful that Martin had gotten lost. That at least gave her more time to think. When her father was not looking, Isabelle grabbed a piece of warm bread from her plate and hid it in the pocket of her cloak. The beggars outside would be grateful, but she would have to figure out how to get it to them without her father seeing. Arya, her lady’s maid would have to help her, as she had persuaded her to do over the last few years.

      

      “Father, I am finished now,” Isabelle said cheerfully and looked up at her father.

      

      He grunted and turned back to her. “Let’s go. We are not far. It is only perhaps another day’s journey to the site of The Scots. We will make camp on the edge of the Loch tonight, and then the men can clean themselves, and we can rest before our surprise attack.”

      

      Isabelle nodded solemnly and followed her father out of the door. She saw him eye a few of his men who sat at different tables around the room, eating and watching the other occupants with their beady eyes. She shuddered at their dark looks. They had often turned their sinister eyes to her over the course of the journey, watching her movements, whenever she and Arya were on their own, but she knew that her father would cut the hand off of any man who touched her. So, for that, she had to be grateful. Not every woman was so lucky.

      

      Lord Cutler raised a hand in the air, and made a swirling motion with his finger, as he walked out the door. Isabelle watched in horror as the seated men stood, and a tin of oil was passed around as they doused the tavern. She cried out, “No, Father!” as she saw the other customers’ eyes widen with fear. But Lord Cutler grabbed her by the wrist and yanked her outside.

      

      “I have told you, Isabelle, do not subvert me in front of my men!” His voice was low and menacing, and she knew the familiar look in his eye.

      

      She whispered back, “Father, think of the innkeeper. It is his livelihood! And the people inside? You will not trap them, will you?”

      

      He watched her for a moment and then laughed. “No, daughter. They will be freed. If they can find their way out from behind the flames.” Isabelle wanted to scream and run back for them, but her father knew her too well. He kept her wrist in his hand and passed her to Martin Dorset, who watched her calmly as if nothing unusual was happening. “Take her, Dorset. Put her and Arya into the carriage. Lock the door and be sure they do not escape.”

      

      Martin bowed his head. “Yes, Sir.” He did not look Isabelle in the eye as he took her in his arms and prodded her towards the carriage. She had known Martin as a boy, and to see him now in this role was more than she could bear. As they moved away from her father, Isabelle could smell woodsmoke as the tavern burned, and she heard the footsteps of her father’s men leave the tavern, shutting the door behind them. Cries and screams filled the air as people moved around inside, jumping out of windows, and rushing through other doors to escape the growing flames.

      

      She whispered to Martin through gritted teeth. “You are a fool, Martin. You used to be such a kind boy, so generous and thoughtful. Look at you now.” She struggled against his grip as they walked along. For such a short and rather a plump man, Martin was surprisingly strong.

      

      He kept his voice even and measured as he always did when he replied, “Dear, beautiful, Isabelle, one day, you will see that what your father does he does out of necessity. And he does it for King and country. You should be honored by your connection with him. If he was not cruel and bloodthirsty, then these brutish Highlanders would never learn to respect their King. Your father is their judge and the teacher of lessons.”

      

      Isabelle thought about spitting at the ground to show him her disgust, but it would only cause her father further displeasure. The very sound of his words made her want to shudder. Her father had totally brainwashed this man and forced him into his way of thinking, making him feel like what he was doing was proud and noble. She said nothing else, and Martin opened the carriage door and shoved her inside. “This is for your own good, Isabelle. You will see.”

      

      Once he shut the door behind her, Isabelle banged her head on the back of the seat and closed her eyes. She growled in rage and slapped a hand against the wall. “How could he do this? These people have nothing!” She felt the shape of the roll in her pocket and wanted to burst into tears at her own helplessness, but she knew that would accomplish nothing. One day she would be able to fight back and not just in secret. Her father would see her for what she truly was.

      

      A few moments later, the door was opened again, and Arya entered, watching Isabelle warily. “You have seen, Mistress.”

      

      “Yes, I’ve seen, Arya, and what a waste it is. I can only hope that no one will be killed in the flames.”

      

      She looked outside and tried to ignore the sound of the fire as it rose higher and higher. Smoke began to fill the yard in front of the tavern, but once it began curling towards their carriage, the horses were led onward, and the whole company was on the move. The carriage turned to the side to continue their path, and both Arya and Isabelle could get a full view of the burning tavern, now wholly encapsulated by flames.

      

      Isabelle watched angrily as the innkeeper rushed out the front and fell to his knees, yelling into the open air. She understood his pain, but she feared that her father’s men might fill his chest with musket balls if he continued. “Arya, my father says that revenge moves in his belly, but now, at the sight of this, my own desire for it grows as well.”
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      Eamon’s sword clanged against his brother’s, and after a moment’s pause, he swung around to meet Sean’s blade once again. His brother was an excellent swordsman, and even months hiding away in the woods preparing a village had done little to dull his skill. Eamon tried a new trick he had learned while among his men. He waited for Sean to swing at him anew, and then he dodged it, planting a punch to his brother’s ribs.

      

      Sean bent over, coughing for a moment, and Eamon stood tall, proud of his achievement, and glanced at the other men surrounding them, all in practice, preparing for battle. He wiped the sweat from his face with his forearm. Sweat glistened in his dark hair as it hung to his shoulders. Once Sean had caught his breath, he said, “Brother, ye have improved, and I have weakened, I see.”

      

      Eamon chuckled and helped Sean to his feet. “It is something we’ve learned among my men. We dinnae always play by the proper rules.”

      

      Sean grinned, and then raised his sword high, ready to fight again. Eamon’s eyes opened wide in surprise, and then he fell backward, as Sean’s heavy sword, clanged hard against his own, pushing him to the ground. Eamon lay back, laughing. “I suppose it is nae a laughing matter, brother, but I cannae help but feel I deserved that.”

      

      “Aye,” Sean said, and not unkindly. He paused and looked around at his men. “They are good, Eamon. I think they will hold. But first, we will have tae use the bows and arrows, or we couldnae defeat them. What are swords against bullets?”

      

      Eamon stood up, brushing himself off. “The arrows will decrease their numbers, tae a manageable level. Like I said, we dinnae ken how many soldiers he will pick up from Fort Augustus. I only wish I could meet with my spy before we travel tae the men tae start the journey towards Cutler. I will try tae get word tae him somehow.”

      

      Sean blinked up at the bright sunshine. “I had a thought. We are nae far from the MacManus clan.”

      

      Eamon nodded. “Aye, I met with them on my way here, tae get word of ye.”

      

      “I trust the MacManus laird. He is a good man. We could call upon them tae aid us. They could at least give us a few of their men. They are good swordsmen, good fighters.”

      

      Eamon nodded. “I think it is wise. Perhaps we should begin the journey taenight and meet them. Then, we could prepare weapons with them before we begin heading back towards the Loch.”

      

      “Aye.” Sean waved to Donovan, who was in the middle of a rather heated battle with another of The Scots members. Donovan turned toward him and then had to duck out of the way as a sword moved over his head. He rushed to Sean’s side.

      

      “Sean?”

      

      “I think we will leave taenight, Donovan. Ye may begin preparations.”

      

      Donovan nodded and headed towards the village to speak to Rose before starting what needed to be done.

      

      “Come, brother. I think it is time we eat. We have been at it for hours now.” Sean stalled the other men from fighting, and with wet brows, they gratefully walked back towards their homes for refreshment.

      

      Eamon sheathed his sword. “Brother, I am glad tae return tae ye. Although I’d hoped it would have been under better circumstances.” Sean nodded, but he did not reply, and they walked in silence back to the cabin and were met with a distraught Rose. She rushed from inside and wrapped her arms around Sean.

      

      “Sean! Donovan tells me he must prepare the men tae leave taenight! I didnae realize it would have tae be so soon. Is there time enough tae get all ye need?” She looked up at him, her eyes moist with tears, and Eamon stepped back slightly and looked down, reluctant to intrude upon so intimate a moment.

      

      Besides, he could not look at it any longer without feeling that familiar pang of desire. A woman had never looked at him so, with both yearning and true love in her eyes. There had been no one to care anything for him these past years, save his men, and while he had been with many a woman, nothing had come close to what he saw in Rose’s expression. It irked him the way it opened up his heart to yearn for something he knew could never happen. He was a broken man and had done many horrible things. There was no chance for love now.

      

      Sean gripped Rose by the shoulders. “We must, my dear. Does it nae comfort ye that we go for aid?”

      

      Rose continued to cling to him, but she nodded in understanding. “I know. It is wise, Sean. They are good people. I am sorry. It is the baby that makes my nerves feel frayed. I dinnae know what I would do without ye if ye were tae fall.”

      

      Sean locked eyes with his wife, and Eamon was touched by the strength and confidence in his brother’s voice. “Ye will be strong and take care of our little one. That is what ye would do, Rose. Now, come, my love. There is nae time for tears and sadness on my behalf. We must prepare and think brightly of the future. Once this Cutler is out of our lives, our village can be made complete.”

      

      Rose nodded and smiled once Sean wiped a tear from her cheek. “I shall assist, Sean, and make sure all the weapons ye need are taken with ye. But we will keep some here tae defend against any extra attack.”

      

      Sean chuckled. “That is why I love ye, Rose. Ye are a fighter. I only wish ye could join me in this battle.”

      

      Rose sighed and glanced at Eamon. “Aye, I wish that too. Sean, Eamon, there is food inside the cabin. Take yer fill. Ye will need it. I will go tae speak with Donovan.”

      

      Eamon nodded sharply. His new sister’s leadership was evident. While she was concerned for her husband and for her unborn child, there was a strength there that Eamon could see in the set of her jaw and the flash of her eyes. He respected that. Sean took Eamon by the shoulder and led him indoors.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, Eamon left the cabin to go make himself useful in preparations. He inspected swords for damage, counted the supply of arrows, and filled leather water pouches. He even counted those who would accompany them, and twelve made up that number, a mixture of men and women. Some stayed behind to watch over the young families.

      

      He would have griped at the inclusion of women, but in this group, he knew what sort of reaction he would receive if he made any complaints. He had never seen a woman fight before, and so he had no idea what to expect. The uncertainty scared him. He pushed it aside and ended up in the stables, brushing and readying his horse. He smoothed the bristles over her chestnut coat and spoke to her in hushed tones.

      

      He loved his horse, but it was also an excuse to give Sean and Rose more time to have a proper goodbye. He did not want to be the one to prevent his brother from a last moment with his new wife if that was what it would be. He whispered, “Aine, we will be off tae another battle. This time it’s a right bastard of a man. I hope we can crush him under yer hooves, lass.” He laughed and laid a soft kiss on her nose.

      

      “Ye will keep us safe, will ye nae, Aine?” He put the brush away in his bag and looked up to see Sean watching him, one dark eyebrow raised.

      

      “Brother, I see ye have a heart.” Eamon froze for a moment, embarrassed to have been caught in such a sentimental moment.

      

      He cleared his throat. “Aye, I didnae leave it behind, although I tried.”

      

      No one spoke for a moment before Sean said, “Come, the men are ready tae leave. Bring yer horse out.”

      

      Eamon nodded and began to saddle Aine, the sound of worn leather stretching gave Eamon a little comfort. Sean paused at the doorway and turned back. “Thank ye, brother. For giving me time with Rose.”

      

      Then he left, and Eamon smiled to himself. He clucked to Aine conspiratorially, and then in ten minutes, he met the group by the edge of the village. Sean was facing them on his horse. “Scots, I ken I am nae yer true leader, but I ask ye tae come with me now and fight for our freedoms. Lord Cutler comes tae kill us all and wipe clean our names from the face of the Earth. I ken ye have worked hard for yer freedom from our past life. I want that for ye just as much as I want it for myself and my family. Come. Fight one last battle against our hated enemies. ,When we return, we will build our village of peace!”

      

      The men and women cheered in response to Sean’s rousing speech, and Eamon followed after Sean as he trotted down the hill towards the thickness of the forest. Eamon rode alongside his brother and said, “Yer people follow ye instantly. They have nae qualms about their imminent death.”

      

      “They are brave souls, but I fear that their resolve may weaken. Many of them have been fighting for this village for a long time. They wanted out of the fighter’s and the robber’s life. They only wanted Peace. We shall see who remains in the end.”

      

      Eamon felt a sick sense of dread creep over him at Sean’s dark words, but he kept his eyes on the path, gripping the leather reins in his hand. They would meet his men soon, and hopefully, they would give Sean the extra hope he needed. It was not a far road to the MacManus clan, but they had to make it through the dense forest first, and it darkened the air around them even in the light afternoon sun. It created an ominous shroud as their horses cantered downhill. The earlier cheer of the party was subdued by the heaviness of the forest air.

      

      The trees were lined on either side of the path, and their branches intertwined thickly overhead until the sun was nearly blocked out. All were silent, and Eamon said quietly, “I wonder why ye made yer village so close tae such a place. It gives off a foreboding air. Many wouldnae dare tae walk through it.”

      

      Sean smiled. “Aye, that was the point, lad. I had hoped tae dissuade my enemies from continuing through. The only problem is we must cross through it if ever we need tae travel. We didnae think of that so much when we built.”

      

      Eamon laughed, and his short burst of mirth felt odd in such a melancholy place, but it lightened his own heart. He did not want to think of death, his own, or his dear brother’s. He would prefer if he had to die, for he knew he deserved death long ago, but for some reason, something lingered in him that told him his time was not yet done.

      

      That bolstered his courage for a while, and he clicked Aine into a quicker pace as they finally entered through MacManus clan borders. “Brother, once we arrive, I need tae send out a man tae give word tae my men tae meet us, as well as see if he can find anything of the boy or Cutler’s men.”

      

      Sean nodded. “Aye.” He called Donovan forward. “Donovan, send out Gareth. He needs tae ride tae the closest tavern tae give word tae Eamon’s men. Tell them we will meet them at first light outside the tavern.”

      

      Eamon added, “Also, tell him he needs tae ride toward the main road and see if he can spy Cutler’s men or even my spy. If he does so, then tell him we will meet Cutler tomorrow, but ask if there is any news.”

      

      Donovan nodded and rode back towards another man in the group.

      

      Sean and Eamon spun back to hear a booming voice. “The Wanderer has come tae call, I see!” Dougal MacManus, a very large man in both girth and height, opened his arms wide at the sight of Sean, Eamon, and the rest of the men. Their horses were paused at the edge of his village, a stone fortress looming in the background, and Sean dismounted.

      

      He bowed before the older man and said, “Laird MacManus, I come bearing news, and I’m afraid it is nae good news.”

      

      Dougal patted Sean on the back and turned him towards the fortress. “When is it ever good in these parts, lad? Bring yer men. We shall feast taenight. Ye will stay with us?”

      

      “If it is nae too much trouble.” Sean motioned to Eamon, and Eamon alighted quickly, handing Aine’s reins to the man beside him. Eamon walked up beside him, and Sean said, “Laird, this is my brother, Eamon Wilson. He has come tae give us the warning of which we need tae tell ye.”

      

      Dougal frowned, watching Eamon. He stared level with Eamon for a while. Eamon knew he did not look the part of the upright man, but there was nothing to do about it now. He had tied his hair back in an attempt to seem less roguish, but it apparently had no effect. “Come inside, men. We shall discuss taegether over food and wine.”

      

      They wandered through the fortress, and Eamon was amazed at the sight. He had not been in an impressive building since he had left his family years before. Fires were crackling in the hearths, and servants were moving about hurriedly, performing quick tasks before moving on to another. Dougal waved a young man over and said, “Boy, make sure The Wanderer’s group is seen to food, drink, the stables, and provide them places tae sleep. There are women in the company. They must be separated.”

      

      The boy hurried off, and Eamon was satisfied that The Scots would be cared for. He didn’t want to see them starve or freeze to death on the eve of battle. He kept silent as Dougal began speaking of happenings in the area, from cattle thieves to murderers. “My men do the best they can, but it is becoming too much for them, I believe. It seems that the unrest is growing. And nae in any small part tae the flyers I have been seeing nailed up in various parts, calling for a new rebellion against the British.”

      

      Eamon’s eyes snapped up to Dougal’s face, and he thought of the young boy, knowing now that Cutler was close. They sat in a small room on the far side of the main hall, and food was brought to them. A woman came and filled their wine glasses as well before scampering off wordlessly. “How recently have ye seen these papers, and where did ye see them?” Eamon asked, and Dougal looked taken aback at such an interruption. “Laird MacManus,” Eamon added quickly and stole a glance at Sean.

      

      Dougal pursed his lips as he watched Eamon thoughtfully. “It has been for a few weeks now, but only in the last day have I seen it as close as a half-day’s journey from here. For some reason, the informant is spreading their news here. Did they nae hear of Culloden? Did they nae see the bloodshed or know what ties we lairds had tae take tae save our clans?” Dougal shook his head, and Eamon almost agreed with him.

      

      The boy was yet young and had not seen enough of life yet to know that sometimes it was simply cruel or even worse. Hopeless. The British had won Culloden and so had tried to squelch every last bit of Highland life from the Northern lands. There were still tiny rebellions, but to call upon a revolution was a strange and mighty thing indeed, even if it did make a fire burn in Eamon’s heart.

      

      “That means Cutler is close, Sean,” Eamon whispered to his brother, and Sean nodded.

      

      Eamon drank his wine while Sean spoke. His fears were growing by the moment, and the thick liquid helped to ease the building tension. “Laird MacManus, I am glad ye too have seen the papers that fill the countryside. It is related tae our reason for coming here. We believe we know who is posting them. We have a warning of someone who comes tae kill.”
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      Dougal furrowed his thick eyebrows and said, “What is this, Wanderer? What do you mean?”

      

      “I mean that a Lord Cutler, a nobleman sent by the King, comes to this area tae kill the Scots and me in return for what we have done in the past. The King’s former proxy was killed as well as his nephew, Sir Henry of Shefford, as you know. He comes for revenge, and he will leave nae survivors. We have been told of his coming by my brother and his spy.”

      

      Dougal sighed, but his face remained lined and furrowed. “He comes for ye, lad? And in so doing, he may pass by our clan along the way?”

      

      “Aye, laird, and that is one of the reasons why I call upon ye. We plan tae meet him on his journey so that he will nae find the village nor meet with yer clan lands. But we hoped ye might send men with us as reinforcements.”

      

      Dougal nodded, his lips pursed again.

      

      Eamon waited, looking at Sean, but Sean did not look his way. After a pause, Dougal said, “I would like tae give ye more, but many of my men are gone, collecting taxes from the other parts of our lands. I can only spare ten men at this time.”

      

      Sean smiled. “Thank ye, laird. That will be enough. They are well-prepared tae battle with the British?”

      

      Dougal chuckled. “Aye, they have nae reason tae nae wish an Englishman dead, I can tell ye that. Come men, let us eat, and we will discuss yer plans for battle.”
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        * * *

      

      Isabelle knelt down behind a section of tall grass in the dark, her heart in her throat. It had been so close tonight, but she was able to nail a few more of the posters to the surrounding trees, closer to village areas, and she had made contact with another spy. Her breasts were aching as they had been pressed hard against her skin so that she appeared more like a man. It had been a busy evening, and she was ready to return to her tent and become herself again.

      

      But some of the men were still awake and roaming about the camp. She tried to quiet her breathing as she waited for a chance to run to her tent. She couldn’t get caught by them. Her father would fly into a rage, and then who knew what he would do to her once he had her in his grasp?

      

      She turned her head back to the camp, and it looked silent for a moment. She could see Loch Ness glinting in the moonlight beyond the tents. The men were simply keeping watch over the area by night. There was a far worse reason why she couldn’t get caught by the men. They might take her for themselves for the evening, threatening to reveal her secret to her father if she did not comply. She would never give a man the chance to take what was not theirs to give, but if she was overpowered, she shuddered to think of the consequences.

      

      In the space of silence, Isabelle stood and ran through the tents, searching for the marker of red ribbon she left on her own tent. They were all the same canvas, and by the dim light of the moon and the fireplaces, she knew it would be hard to find hers and Arya’s tent once more.

      

      There was another crunch of footsteps from the men, and she laid her back flat against the canvas of one tent away from the sound, hoping it wouldn’t make too many ripples in the fabric alerting the occupant inside. The footsteps passed behind her, and she saw the flash of red she had left tied around the tent stake, and she rushed behind its canvas flaps. Inside, Arya was standing pacing around, her blonde hair flying about her. “Mistress! You’ve returned!” She reached out for Isabelle and grabbed her by the arms as if to see if she was real.

      

      “Yes, Arya,” Isabelle breathed, trying to keep her voice quiet. She began to undo the buttons on her waistcoat and said, “Help me, please! I have spent too long in these cloth trappings!”

      

      Arya tsked and helped Isabelle undress and put on her white shift. “I wish you would not take so many risks, Mistress. I keep thinking about what would happen if you were caught, or if your father came looking for you in the night! What could I possibly say?”

      

      Isabelle laid down on the straw mattress on the floor. “You would say what we’ve discussed in the past. That I must have left while you were sleeping, and you were preparing to come and let him know.”

      

      Arya nodded but looked sorrowful, and Isabelle felt guilty. She had been asking her dear friend and lady’s maid, Arya, to help her for many years in her tiny rebellions. Arya had dressed her, covered and distracted others for her, and helped her to remain hidden as she enacted whatever it was she decided to do. It was a true friendship, but Isabelle knew that Arya was still quite young and had not the heart for breaking the rules. Isabelle knew that she was putting Arya into impossible situations.

      

      Sadly, she had no other option. Until she could find a way to rebel openly, she needed Arya to help her. She turned on her side to face her young friend as she laid on her mattress. “Arya, I am sorry to make you worry, but I think you’ll be happy. I put up more posters, and I made contact with the Highlander’s spy.”

      

      “You did? How is that possible?”

      

      Isabelle laughed lightly. “It must have been divine intervention. I was in the middle of nailing a poster to a tree, and a Scottish rider was going by. He stopped to ask me about the posters and who I was with. Once I explained, we were amazed that we both had messages for each other. Eamon, the Highlander I am in contact with, is at the MacManus clan. He is trying to get enough men to fight, but he has only been able to find 26. They plan to move towards the camp tomorrow.”

      

      Arya said, “But your father, he has more than 30 men, all armed with muskets and ruthless hearts.”

      

      Isabelle nodded. “I told the spy as much. Surely we can think of something. Perhaps Eamon can orchestrate a sort of meeting beforehand in order to make terms?”

      

      Arya was grim. “You know your father would never agree to terms.”

      

      Isabelle sighed. She had felt hopeful after meeting Gareth, the Scot, but now, it all seemed to darken before her. Had she just led Eamon into a bloodbath? But what else was she to do? Without him knowing, her father would have slaughtered his brother and all of The Scots.

      

      Despite the somber tone of their discussion, Isabelle smiled at Arya. “I have hope. These Highlanders are brave, and they persevere.”

      

      Arya smiled back lightly. “I don’t think I understand you quite well, Mistress. It could be that these nightly wanderings and rebellions are getting to your head. You are an Englishwoman, and yet you wish to fight for the freedom of Scottish people, even at the cost of getting caught. Not only that, but I think you might be falling in love with the Highlander you meet with! Your face is all aglow with admiration and concern for his welfare. This cannot be just for the Scottish in general.”

      

      Isabelle sighed and laid back. “It’s not love, Arya. It can’t be. At least not yet. He does not even know who I really am. But there is something about him that calls to me. He is strong, brave, fearless, and he wishes to save his kinsmen. That is honorable, is it not?”

      

      Isabelle’s eyes were eager as she watched Arya’s reaction. Arya sighed and then said, “Yes, it is honorable. But I do wish you wouldn’t get yourself hurt in more ways than you need to be. What would your father think if he heard you speaking thus about a Highlander?”

      

      Isabelle laughed. “He has far worse things to concern himself with, Arya. I just wish that somehow Eamon can find a way to survive tomorrow.” She clasped her hands over her stomach and let her mind wander to the dark hair and impossibly dark eyes of Eamon Wilson.
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        * * *

      

      Later, after the sun had set, Eamon and Sean stared at the flames of their campfire while the rest of their camp slept. Dougal had given them blankets and tents, and they planted themselves outside the fortress walls, everyone’s mind full of the battle that would rage tomorrow.

      

      “I wish Gareth would return soon. We need tae ken how many men ride with Cutler. Here we have 22, not including us, and then with my men, we will have 26. That may nae be enough.”

      

      Sean nodded, his elbows on his knees and his jaw set with thought. “It is what I feared, brother. But we will have tae make do. We will meet yer men on the morrow then?”

      

      “Aye. I wait for word from them too.” Eamon couldn’t sleep. He knew Sean couldn’t either, while the fate of his newly found life hung in the balance, and so both of them watched as the sun set below the mountains and a heavy darkness settled over the land. While they waited in silence. Eamon wasn’t sure of the time. It could have been minutes or hours, but he almost hoped that the night would be endless so that he wouldn’t have to bring these men into battle.

      

      After a long while, Eamon said, “Sean, I know ye dinnae forgive me for what I did many years ago. I can never release myself from that guilt, but I am glad tae go intae battle with ye tomorrow. There is naeone else I would wish tae have by my side.”

      

      He waited, his hands in fists as he let the words float out into the darkness. His brother remained stoic as he watched the fire. Once he began to speak, Sean did not lift his eyes to Eamon. “I only wish that I could say the same, brother. That is the fear that rages in my chest. I cannae deny that I am glad tae see ye again after all these years, but how do I ken that ye willnae desert me when the sun rises, and the battle is before us?”

      

      Eamon looked down. The moment had finally come for the conversation he had envisioned in his mind for so many years. In his imagination, it had gone a myriad of ways, and he thought he was prepared for whatever Sean would say in return, but even still, Sean’s words cut him deeply. The old guilt resurfaced with a vengeance.

      

      While it had always lingered, now it came back afresh, pulsating with pain inside of him. Why had he fled? That question had filled his mind for years afterward, and he had tried to harden himself to the past, but he found he could not. It was so long ago. It felt like he was a completely different person then. He knew that he would not run now, but how did Sean know? And how could he prove it to him?

      

      He cleared his throat, finding it slightly thicker after Sean’s stark words. “Ye are right tae doubt me, brother. I can only say I am sorry for the past. I was a fool, and I have regretted it every day. But I have come tae ye now, and I wish tae prove tae ye by my actions that ye can trust me. I would put myself in the line of fire for ye, brother, and yer new life away from all this.”

      

      He watched Sean’s face, his eyes pleading for him to look up and see the truth in them. Sean did, and a moment passed between them. He knew his brother was still wary, but Eamon felt that he would be given a chance. Sean sighed. “I suppose I dinnae have any choice. It was a long time ago when ye fled our home once the other Scotsmen came. Father is dead now, and so is my wife and child, but it was nae solely because of ye. Anger burns in me against ye, Eamon, though. I dinnae ken that I can relinquish it.”

      

      Eamon nodded. “I ken. I dinnae ask ye tae do so. I only ask that ye dinnae send me away if we are successful against Cutler. I want tae be near. I want tae meet yer child. Give me that chance, brother.”

      

      Sean’s jaw clenched, and tiny movements crossed over his face as he digested Eamon’s words. He opened his mouth to speak when the sound of horse’s hooves entering their tiny encampment interrupted him. Both Sean and Eamon stood and clasped their swords, peering into the dark. Then he spotted the figure of Gareth hurriedly dismounting and moving towards the men.

      

      “Sean,” he breathed hurriedly. “Eamon. I have met with the spy.”

      

      Eamon clasped onto the man and laughed with glee. “Ye are brilliant, lad! Tell me everything!”

      

      Gareth kept trying to catch his breath. “I have never ridden so fast. My head spins.”

      

      “Come now, this is urgent business.”

      

      Gareth nodded. “I have met with yer men at the tavern. They will meet ye come morning as we pass by. As for the spy, I met him while he was in the act of nailing up the posters.”

      

      Sean turned to Eamon, “So ye were right. It is yer spy who asks for treason.”

      

      Eamon nodded, satisfied that his theory had been correct, and so relieved that the boy had been out at just the right time. He knew Sean’s man could find his men, but he wasn’t sure that he’d be able to find the spy.

      

      “The spy says that Cutler comes with over 30 men, some of them redcoats. They camp on the Loch taenight and will ride taemorrow just as we do. The spy worries that ye may nae have the numbers.”

      

      Eamon sat down. His fears had been realized. “26 against more than 30? All armed with muskets?” The hopelessness in his voice was evident, and to his surprise, Sean chimed in.

      

      “It is still possible. If we attack from the sides, hidden in the forest with bows and arrows as we planned.”

      

      Gareth said again, “And I agreed with the boy that we will meet at the same place taenight if something changes.”

      

      Out of the darkness, an unfamiliar voice arose. “What is this? 26 against more than 30 Englishmen with their fiery weapons at their sides? Nae, we willnae do this. It is certain death!” The voice called from the side of the fortress, and to his dread, Eamon could hear others around him stirring from their beds. He knew it would put fear into their hearts, and they might wish to turn back as Sean had predicted.

      

      The man stomped forward, and then his face was in the light of the fire. He wore the colors of the MacManus. “Our laird would never allow us tae go nae when a brutal man comes tae slaughter ye all. We had nae idea of the numbers we fight against, and it is all for ye! We thought only it was tae kill a few Englishmen. But this…” He shook his head and rushed back to the castle.

      

      “He goes tae tell Dougal, nae doubt,” Gareth said, resignation in his voice.

      

      “Aye. I was afraid this would happen. The numbers are too much for us.”

      

      The rest of the camp had awoken because of the raised voices and were moving towards the lone firelight. Sean turned to Eamon. “I am sorry, brother, but many of them may have tae turn back if MacManus’s men will nae join us. We may need tae think of a new plan.”
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