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      I want to personally thank you for purchasing my book. It really means a lot to me. It’s a blessing to have the opportunity to share with you my passion for writing through my stories.
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      Would you spy on the man you love or choose to remain in the dark?

      

      Emer may be the castle’s newest, most clumsy maid, but she is hiding a desperate secret. She has a mission; spy on the dashing Laird-to-be and discover if he works against their own clan.

      

      As she is unfolding the heir’s dark secrets, the wicked Highlander kisses her senseless. And that kiss ignites a battle between her heart and mind.

      

      For if he is a traitor, they are all in danger.

      

      Caillen Maclachlan needs to act before the safety of his people is jeopardized.

      

      Their provisions are diminishing, their lands are attacked, and their allies are abandoning them. Soon, his father’s legacy will be nothing.

      

      Caillen must stay focused, and yet he becomes enchanted. His new maid, a lass he never met before, sets him on fire.

      

      He is about to give her his heart until he discovers that she is trying to destroy him.

      

      When the truth is mixed with lies, there’s no one they can trust. Everyone is a foe, and no one is safe until the thread unravels...

      

      She trusted him with her heart, but he wasn’t the man she thought him to be…
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        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Emer stirred in her cozy bed and murmured as confused dreams were pushed away by the smell of smoke in her mouth and breath. The fumes were still thin enough to make her think they came from outside the farmhouse, but by the time she sat up and rubbed her eyes awake, the suspicion the smoke was indoors became stronger.

      

      For a moment, Emer’s mind struggled to process what to do and whom to call for help. If there was a fire in the stables, she should run and open the horses’ stall doors. If it was in the barn, the first thing to do was summon the villagers to help control any flames with buckets of water from the well.

      

      No! Dinnae be daft. I must wake Mither and Faither at once – they will ken what to do.

      

      Emer froze as her panicked thoughts were interrupted by a sinister sound. She had never heard this noise before, but she instantly recognized it-the sound of roaring flames sweeping closer. It was a hellish din, part thunder, part wailing wind, and everything to strike fear in the heart. The moonlight which flooded her bedchamber window was tinged with an evil red glare.

      

      This is nae croft fire! This is an inferno! I must raise the household-there’s nae time to lose.

      

      As she thought these words, Emer jumped up and threw an old round gown over her head, lacing up the stays at lightning speed as best she could. As she did so, she noticed the early morning chill had disappeared from the spring night, replaced by a pulsing heat that radiated from outside. She broke into a sweat, already stifled by the oppressive temperature and lack of moisture in the air.

      

      She fumbled while pulling her stockings over her knees and tying her boots, her fingers suddenly slow and clumsy. The crackling and roaring of a huge fire sounded closer by the time Emer – now fully dressed – ran to the door and out into the farmstead cottage where she lived with her parents.

      

      The corridor seemed to stretch ahead of her like a black ribbon. Undaunted, the young woman felt her way down to her parents’ bedchamber by running her fingers against the wall. When she felt the cold iron door handle ring that opened onto her parents’ room, she twisted it and ran inside. Emer’s mother and father were still fast asleep behind the thick worsted curtains surrounding their bed.

      

      “Mither! Faither! Wake up! There’s a fire in the village – maybe even next door - and it sounds as though it’s coming this way!”

      

      Emer tore open the heavy drapes and shook her mother by the shoulder hard. When her mother stirred awake and sat up, Emer ran to the window casement and flung open the shutters. The ominous red glow and thunderous crackling flooded into the room.

      

      When she turned around, her mother and father were dressing hurriedly, stuffing their nightgowns into their clothing with no thought to neatness.

      

      “Emer, go to the stables, take Bessie, and ride to the well. If the water has gone or the villagers dinnae need yer help, ride yer poor horse into the fields and stay there ‘til we join ye.”

      

      Her mother took her by the shoulders before Emer could rush to do her bidding, “Promise me, child, ye will obey me and do this with nae questions,” her mother swallowed convulsively and gave her daughter a hug, “Promet-moi !” In her terror, Emer’s mother had reverted to the language of her home country, France.

      

      Emer nodded and gave her mother another hug, “I promise ye, Mither. See ye in the fields anon.”

      

      She left her parents’ bedchamber with one backward glance. Her father was stuffing a pouch of gold into his jerkin pocket, and her mother was throwing her few pieces of jewelry and trinkets into a sack. Emer shouted above the roar of the flames, “I will meet ye in the fields, Mither and Faither! Leave the gold-’tis too late!” The roof was creaking, and the whole house seemed to be unnaturally hot.

      

      She turned, ran down the stairs now made visible by a sickly orange glimmer, and made her way to the stables.

      

      All the horses had kicked open their stall doors and run out into the yard. Emer would have been in danger of being knocked down by the panicking animals in the dark if the licking flames had not lit up the sky so brightly it resembled daytime. She ran to Bessie’s stall and found her palfrey whinnying and stamping the floor in fright. All in a rush, she threw the blanket and saddle over the poor beast, placed the bit and bridle over her head, and rode her out into the yard.

      

      It was not a moment too soon. The blaze had already jumped from the blacksmith’s roof onto the farmhouse. Black smoke billowed from the slate, and flames consumed the timber. Emer was torn between running back inside to fetch her parents away and obeying her mother’s promise.

      

      Satisfied her mother and father would have collected their belongings together by now, Emer rode on toward the village square water well. Finding a mad crowd of frantic villagers busy with buckets and pulleys milling around the well, Emer knew there was nothing else she could do except ride to the fields and wait. Warm air blasted her back as Bessie trotted away down the rutted track leading to the spring wheat fields. She could not stop herself from glancing over her shoulder all the time, hoping to see the silhouette of her parents following behind.
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        * * *

      

      Emer had been sitting in the wheat fields for hours. The sun had risen over the Highland mountains to reveal a scene that seemed to come from a nightmare. Thick smoke wafted from the village roofs and spires, blocking out any light the sun rays could hope to give. Instead, the early morning light filtered through the toxic vapors, tinting the countryside a cold, grey hue.

      

      Occasionally, a few bedraggled villagers would make their way to the field clearing close to where Emer sat waiting, only to do the same thing; they would wrap clan plaids around their shoulders and turn to watch the smoke rising into the sky. The sound of flames had died down, and when Emer asked the survivors if this was because the fire was out, they would shake their heads sorrowfully, “ ‘Tis nae ‘cause the fire has been put out, Emer lass, ‘tis ‘cause the flames have consumed everything worth burning.”

      

      Surprisingly few villagers joined Emer and the others, and those who did were mainly women, small children, and bairns.

      

      “Where’s me mither and faither, do ye ken? Did ye see them on the road?” But all of Emer’s questions were in vain and simply echoed back at her by the other folk. A feeling of dread began to creep into Emer’s heart; could it be she had the last glimpse of her parents as they rushed around their bedchamber, trying to salvage their goods and trinkets?

      

      A young sexton, still not old enough to shave, rode up the field paths toward the cluster of womenfolk and children. His face, underneath the layer of soot, was ashen and distraught. He dismounted from the horse he was riding bareback and approached the small crowd reluctantly.

      

      “I was sent here to care for ye, all the rest having gone to the chapel and hall to rescue what they could, but it was too late. The roof collapsed, and...,”

      

      Many wails of misery and shock rose from the women. The children, too young and confused to understand the enormity of what the sexton was saying, looked bewildered.

      

      Emer shot up from where she had been sitting on the ground with one of the women’s children on her lap, “Were me mither and faither amongst them, Ernest? Did ye see them go in?”

      

      Ernest shook his head, not willing to give her hope, “The farmhouse roof was one of the first to fall, Emer. If yer parents were still inside...,”

      

      Emer did not wait to hear what the sexton said next; she was already running toward Bessie. After urging the palfrey into a fast trot along the muddy road, she entered the smoldering ruins of the once-thriving and vibrant little village of Nethy. An eerie silence had replaced the roar of flames. Only the steady drip-drip of water could be heard from a roof spout; an abandoned bucket lay next to the well in the empty village square.

      

      Emer could not stop her knees from shaking but rode past the well and onto the farmhouse. It looked more like a skeleton than the welcoming home where she had spent the last one-and-twenty years of her life. She dismounted and then stopped. Whatever was waiting for her inside, she had no desire to see. Everything was ash and ruin, and somewhere amongst it lay the bodies of her beloved mother and father.

      

      The ground seemed to rush up to greet her as Emer fell down in a dead faint.
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        * * *

      

      “Where will ye go, Emer?” Ernest, the sexton, asked her. It was he who had found her lying unconscious amidst the farmhouse wreckage.

      

      Emer shook her head, still in shock as she realized she only had the clothing in which she stood, and her wee palfrey horse left.

      

      Farmhands and clan folk from other parts of the Cairngorm mountains had come to help. They brought food and offered shelter. A few men had gone to pick over the piles of rubble. One of them came up to Emer and Ernest now.

      

      “Ye’re the lass from the farmhouse, are ye nae?” When he saw Emer nod her head, he held out a small sack to her, “We found yer faither’s gold and a few of yer mither’s trinkets next to their bodies. The pouch was burned away to ash, but the sovereigns are only scorched. They must’ve protected the meager possessions with their bodies,” he paused as Emer flinched and closed her eyes as though someone had burned her, “A thousand pardons for giving ye more pain, lass. I’ve put the gold into a wee sack..., it will help ye start yer life anew-that’s what yer mither and faither would’ve wanted.”

      

      Emer took the sack and stared at it uncomprehendingly. Her life had changed so fast and so dreadfully in the last few hours, she could not even focus on basic actions. The coins clinked when she placed the bag on the ground.

      

      “Where will ye go, Emer?” Ernest asked kindly, “or would ye like me to go ask one of our clan folk for shelter?”

      

      Those words managed to filter through to Emer’s mind. She sat up and looked around for Bessie.

      

      “I must go tell me sister Davinia about what has happened. She will offer me refuge at Laird Maclachlan’s castle.”

      

      “Will ye ride to Maclachlan Castle all on yer own?” Ernest was surprised. Emer might be a farmer’s daughter, but the Wylie family could trace their ancestry back hundreds of years and were as well-bred as any noble laird when it came to a good family name. A beautiful maiden riding through the mountains on her own would cause more than a few heads to turn in amazement.

      

      Because no one, least of all the youthful sexton, could deny Emer’s charms. In a village where most of the women were blue-eyed and fair of hair, Emer’s coloring not only set her apart but gave her an exotic distinction. Her mother had come from across the Germane Sea, accompanying her family on a trading expedition to the Cairngorms. When they had reached Nethy, the young Marie Bourgine had taken one look at the tall, strong, red-haired Farmer Wylie and lost her heart forever. Fortunately, the attraction was mutual, and the merchant had returned to France without his dark-haired, black-eyed daughter.

      

      Emer had received a little of both her parents’ coloring. Her hair was somewhere betwixt her mother’s dark locks and her father’s russet ones, with the ability to turn dusky black in the dark and then flame red in the sun. It was only when she was indoors during the day her hair appeared an ordinary brunette hue. Emer also had her mother’s dark brown eyes, and yet somehow, they could seem clear and light when she experienced strong emotion.

      

      She was beyond feeling anything except shock and horror the day after the fire.

      

      Emer wiped her tear-stained face with a trembling hand and stood up with more resolution than she felt inside. The strength and courage of her Highland ancestors would have to sustain her until she reached Maclachlan Castle, where her sister, Davinia, was employed as a maid.

      

      “Aye, Ernest, I leave today for Maclachlan Castle. It’s what me parents would’ve wanted.”

      

      And on those words, Emer mounted her little palfrey and rode away.
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      “Allow me to help ye stand up, faither,” Gawain Maclachlan said, offering his arm to his father. Laird Maclachlan had been head of the clan keep for dozens of years, and the harsh Highland winters had finally caught up with him. He seemed old beyond his years, and rheumatism knotted his bones.

      

      Sighing in frustration, he waved his younger son’s assistance away and stood up from the desk where he had been writing scrolls and signing parchments all day. He had to use the edge of the great wooden table to haul himself up, but the look on his face after he accomplished it held a certain sense of triumph.

      

      He felt for his walking cane perched at one side of a richly carved mahogany bureau and grasped its knob firmly.

      

      At the other end of the extensive library where Laird Maclachlan conducted all his business, and clan affairs sat his eldest son, Caillen--a gentle smile on his face as he watched his father fight to stand up and walk across the room with his staunch determination.

      

      The auld man hasnae forgotten his proud bearing and fighting disposition in all the long years I’ve been away. But time has not been kind to poor Faither. Perhaps that’s why I found that messenger waiting at me last port of call.

      

      Caillen said nothing out loud, however. After years of dealing with perilous interactions and crooked seafarers, he had learned to observe first and only speak and act later.

      

      “Ye should change that cumbersome and stiff wooden chair on which ye sit all day, Faither, for a more comfortable one,” Gawain insisted, “I can organize a nice velvet cushioned invalid chair for ye. I’ve heard they can be propelled forward on small wooden wheels. Then ye wouldnae have to walk at all!”

      

      Poor Gawain. Always somehow managing to put his foot in it. He does nae have the wisdom to see Faither would rather fall down than accept help--at least when it comes to his physical abilities. If I’m correct, he wants to talk to us about running the keep. Faither was always as shrewd as he could hold, and if he’s too sick to oversee the castle, that means me adventuring days will have to be put on hold for now.

      

      “Leave yer wittering for the womenfolk, Gawain!” Laird Maclachlan shouted, “I’ll nae have an invalid chair as if I were some self-indulgent Sassenach weakling!”

      

      Caillen gave another small smile as his father hobbled to a library chaise and threw himself down on it.

      

      Laird Maclachlan was in one of his more irascible moods. Caillen admired his younger brother’s ability to take the verbal abuse their father dealt out with such a sanguine attitude. When their father lashed out at him with a particularly bad-tempered command, the only thing that betrayed Gawain’s hidden anger or embarrassment--Caillen was not sure which--– was a slight flushing of his cheeks.

      

      Me brither should play cards. He has such good control over his feelings it would take a masterful reader of reactions to see if Gawain was bluffing or secretly holding a winning hand.

      

      The two young men waited for their father to vent his spleen as he settled himself into the comfortable chaise and then gave him their attention.

      

      “The reason I have called ye both here to attend the banquet feast is because I’m nae longer fit to oversee the management of the castle keep or press our advantage further afield,” Laird Maclachlan paused and waited to see if his sons would react to what he had just said. They said nothing, and the old man did not expect there to be any comment. He had reared his sons to be silent observers and only act once they had all the facts.

      

      Satisfied, he continued, “To this end, I have decided to appoint a proxy to rule the clan in me stead ‘til such a time as I feel better or....”

      

      Laird Maclachlan left his final words unsaid. Some days he felt healthier, especially when the local healer whipped him up a concoction with poppy seeds as one of the ingredients, but on others, the pain in his bones made him yearn for the grave.

      

      He looked at the two men opposite him and felt a surge of pride and affection. True to the unforgiving nature of the misty Highland mountains where he had lived all his life, Laird Maclachlan had striven to stay calm as all but two of his late wife’s bairns survived into adulthood. But these two surviving offspring were everything a father could wish for.

      

      Caillen, now with eight-and-twenty years under his belt, was tall and strong, looking more like a battle-hardened Highlander than the free-spirited adventurer he really was. He was handsome enough to have made a maiden sigh from the time he was old enough to shave, but he had settled for having a long-term courtship with a gentlewoman from a nearby lodge. They had been fast friends growing up together, attending the same dances, hunting and hawking amidst the hills, drinking tea in a merry group when the lass visited the keep with her mother. It seemed only natural they would fall into an easy-going relationship over the years, with the tacit understanding marriage was waiting for them somewhere in the future.

      

      It had been hard getting the message to Caillen he was needed back home. The only way of contacting him was to deliver a note to a certain wine merchant in the port of Marseilles, the bustling coastal town from where Caillen launched most of his expeditions. That had been over eight full moons before, and his errant eldest son had only returned three days ago.

      

      He had sauntered into the great hall and casually looked around him, as though inspecting some seedy Atlantic crossing inn where he was forced to spend the night. One of the footmen had instinctively reached for a pole axe mounted on the wall before recognizing the Laird’s heir.

      

      Caillen had a foreign air about him, one that promised danger, adventure, and escape. He had thrown his saddlebags onto the stone floor and turned to greet the footman with the same irrepressible grin he’d had as a naughty boy.

      

      “Greetings and well met, McKinney! Where’s me auld faither? Or is he still to be found forever holed up in the library with his papers?”

      

      When the startled man had returned his greeting and made so bold as to welcome the young master back to the keep, he was heartily slapped on the back and passed a gold sovereign.

      

      “Here’s a small memento of me time in the West Indies. Dinnae gamble it all away at once!”

      

      And on those words, Caillen had picked up his saddlebags and made his way to the library.

      

      When the door banged open after a brief knock, Laird Maclachlan’s eyes had nearly started from his head in shock. His heir’s tumbling brown locks were held back from his face in a knot, and his skin was as burnished as a heathen’s!

      

      “Losh! Me son! Why dinnae ye send a messenger ahead to warn us? And why have ye tied yer hair back in a knot? Ye...ye look like a washerwoman!”

      

      Caillen gave a loud shout of laughter as he went to kneel before his father and then stand up to hug him where he sat behind his writing desk, “Faither, scissors are scarce on board a ship. ‘Tis far easier to grow the hair and then knot it up behind the head, tying it back with a leather thong. All the pirates and brigands do it, and I’m sure it saves them much time in the mornings, as does nae shaving.”

      

      Saying these words, Caillen rubbed his neat beard with one hand, a rueful grin making up for any cockiness his father might construe from his reply.

      

      Laird Maclachlan was too happy to take umbrage at Caillen’s appearance or what he said. He rang the bell-rope that hung down next to his chair and ordered the footman to make up his son’s bedchamber.

      

      Now, with both his sons sitting across from him, he was able to compare their characters and appearances in more detail. It was not so much they had no family resemblance whatsoever, in fact, far from it. It was just that they had chosen such different pathways in life; it had left an indelible mark on each of them.

      

      Since the time he left his wet nurse and joined his older brother in the nursery, Gawain had been studious. Fond of reading a book quietly indoors while his elder brother rode around the countryside. He had always been better at learning what the tutor taught them and remembering important details. Caillen had taken every chance he could to leave his books behind and rush off to sail or fish on the loch. Gawain had tried to cover for his brother’s truancy at first, but as the years passed, he gave up and simply told the truth when an irate teacher or parent asked him. His excuse to Caillen, who would enter their bedchamber later on with a smarting backside and angry frown, was that his elder brother should buckle down and learn his lessons before getting into more trouble.

      

      But it was something Caillen had found impossible to do. In his fifteenth year, Caillen had run away, joined a ship’s crew, and sailed across the Atlantic. His parents, recognizing his wild, indomitable, Highland spirit, had accepted his predilection for adventure and allowed him free reign to roam.

      

      Gawain had stayed at the castle keep during his brother’s long absences, happy to draw up night watch schedules and work as his father’s steward. It was a role Laird Maclachlan hoped he would maintain in the years to come. When Caillen was Laird, he could use his young brother’s skills as estate manager and castle warden.

      

      Gawain’s path in life had shaped his appearance and attitude fully as much as it had changed Caillen’s. Gawain was slim and lithe, a body made for rushing from one side of the castle to the other. Today, in the library, he wore a full-skirted brocade coat, stylishly embroidered, and breeches with silk hose. His chestnut brown hair was unpowdered, and he tied it back with a single black riband. Gawain’s skin was pale, throwing his riveting blue eyes into stark contrast with the rest of him. Ladies would write Gawain off as a mere younger son of no importance until he fixed that startling ice-blue stare in their direction. Then young women would flap their fans and giggle coquettishly as he walked past.

      

      “So, faither,” Caillen said, shifting his muscular body around on the stiff chaise, trying to get comfortable, “why the urgency if only to appoint a proxy? If I’m gone, Gawain can oversee the running of the castle, and when I’m here, I can do it. I have a fair idea about how things should go on. Nae much has changed,” after saying these words, Caillen saw the expression on his father’s face shift, and he continued, “or have things changed?”

      

      Laird Maclachlan searched for the right words, “I dinnae want to sound like a hysterical auld woman, lads, but I have absolute proof there’s a spy in the castle. They must have access to me papers, messengers, and sometimes I even think they must have access to me thoughts!”

      

      Both young men pricked up their ears when their father said this. Indeed, the Laird was a shrewd and calculating man; if he had reason to believe there was a spy operating in the castle, it was more than a suspicion,--it was a fact.

      

      Caillen leaned forward and placed his hands on his knees to prop up his chin. Gawain stared keenly at his father, his senses finely tuned to filter and process the information the Laird was about to share.

      

      “For some time now, Clan Maclachlan has been the only bastion against the insidious southward spread of Clan Sutherland. As ye ken, their southern lands abut our northern boundary. Ye might nae ken this; however, there used to be two small clans,-the MacLeods and the Lewises-settled in between. Throughout the years, the Sutherlands have gobbled up both smaller clans, either through marriage, raiding, or plain auld bullying tactics, and now they encroach on our land.”

      

      Caillen was interested in strategic land-grabs, having observed it first-hand in the New World, “The solution is simple, faither, and staring ye in the face as I say these words: settle yer differences with a betrothal. Gawain here would make the ideal husband.”

      

      His younger brother reddened at these words, saying, “I’ll thank ye to nae use me as a bargaining chip in yer negotiations!”

      

      Caillen shrugged, “ ‘Twas said as a compliment, brither, nae in jest. Has nae Laird Sutherland got a daughter of marriageable age?”

      

      Laird Maclachlan nodded, “Aye, but those knaves will have nae one inch of me lands, whether stolen or through betrothal, while they play such dirty tricks. And besides, nae one has been able to get near Donal Sutherland for years to make a proposal for his daughter’s hand. He never leaves his chambers.”

      

      The old Laird sighed and regained his composure, “Someone is feeding me enemies information about clan business and telling them all me negotiations with me allies, and I need ye here, Caillen, to ferret out who it is. Gawain will fill ye in on all the details--now get yerselves upstairs and prepare for the banquet feast.”

      

      Gawain rose up and bowed before his father, “Ye didnae say who would be acting as Laird in yer place, Faither?”

      

      Laird Maclachlan smacked his forehead with his hand, “Of course! Caillen, ye are now Laird of Maclachlan Castle an’ Keep. Look after it well.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The two brothers walked out of the library after bowing themselves from their father’s presence. Now they were free to express their feelings without experiencing the old Laird’s wrath, they began to talk at the same time.

      

      “I dinnae think I can stand being stuck here for months on end, even if it gives faither the chance to regain his health in peace!” thus said Caillen.

      

      “Ye think he would ken I run the castle better than someone who’s never been here for more than one month straight in the last thirteen years!” Gawain announced simultaneously.

      

      As they made their way to the west wing tower where Caillen had set up his chambers, it was Gawain who found it hardest to suppress his outrage at the sudden change in his fortune. He grumbled about how he should be the one to bring the Sutherlands to heel, and if he were appointed head of the clan, he could guarantee the spy would be found or stopped immediately.

      

      Caillen heard out his brother’s complaints in silence. As reluctant as he was to take up the reins of Lairdship, there was a small part of him that relished the challenge leadership of the clan would bring him. It could be an adventure all of its own. Add a nefarious infiltrator to the equation, and he was sure things could even get a little interesting around the castle.

      

      Gawain, noticing his brother’s careful observation of what he was saying, stopped talking mid-sentence, and turned to his brother with a rueful grin on his face, “Thank ye for hearing me out in patience, Caillen. I only protest because I have a good system going here, and dinnae wish to waste me days explaining it all to ye.”

      

      Caillen nodded, “Have nae fear, Gawain, I’m a quick study. It comes from all those years of cheating off yer notes in the schoolroom! I am happy ye’re here to guide me through it. Do ye think the auld man has become obsessed an’ distrustful, or do ye think there’s something to this spying nonsense?”

      

      Gawain thought hard before replying, “Nay, he’s right. There’s probably someone out to harm the clan. I think the problem is faither commits all his transactions to paper, and while ‘tis good for record-keeping, it plays right into a spy’s hands.”

      

      “Well, that’s the first thing I’m going to change then,” Caillen replied with a smile.

      

      “The clan fields and grazing hills are emptied of cattle overnight, and our allies prefer sending their soldiers to train with the Sutherlands.”

      

      Caillen frowned when he heard this; allies and cattle were the lifeblood of any clan.

      

      “Let us vow to find this person who is damaging our clan and causing faither such distress,” he said with a grimace, “but even when we do find the spy, I think me traveling days should be put on hold for a while. This lairdship game looks set on being very time-consuming!”

      

      And on these words, Caillen gave his younger brother a friendly pat on the back and entered his chambers to ready himself for the feast.

      

      His personal attendant was waiting for him inside. An old woolen plaid was laid out on the bed, and next to it, a clean white cambric shirt. Caillen eyed the old plaid askance,

      

      “Losh, Gilby, why didnae ye remind me in Edinburgh to purchase a new plaid? I cannae make a good impression at the feast wearing that rag. Where did ye dig it up from?”

      

      Gilbert Gilby had traveled with Caillen on all of his voyages and knew him to be more comfortable in leather trews and a sleeveless jerkin, especially when they were sailing in the tropics. Now, he knew his master would have to change the way he dressed drastically-unless he planned on being mistaken for a pirate by the local folk.

      

      He chuckled, “I found this Maclachlan plaid in that auld trunk in the corner, master. It was bundled up under some dried lavender to keep the moths at bay. I held it over some steamin’ hot water, and most of the creases have fallen out, and I can pin it nicely, so the pleats look as precise as a yardstick. No one will suspect a thing. Besides, we wouldnae have been able to have a new plaid made for ye in Edinburgh--the Laird’s tartan must be handmade in the land of his forebears.”

      

      Even after all these reassurances, Caillen could not but help look at the bedraggled length of plaid askance. He was tempted to go and borrow one from his brother but then realized their different heights would make the kilt sit too high on his knees, and the one thing worse than an old plaid in Caillen’s opinion was one that was too short.

      

      Sighing in resignation, he went to the washstand and used the water and soap. After splashing his body and wiping himself down with a rough towel, he flung his wet hair back over his shoulders and casually checked his face in the looking glass on the wall. Gilby was standing by with a tortoiseshell comb and handed it to Caillen when he held out his hand. A few comb strokes through his wet wavy brown hair, and he was able to tie it back tightly with a leather thong. He looped the leather cord around his tied hair until it came together into a tight bundle at the back of his head. As a courtesy to the occasion, Caillen drew the comb through his short beard a few times before handing it back to Gilby.

      

      Next, Caillen pulled the cambric shirt over his head and then said through gritted teeth, “Do yer best with the plaid, Gilby,” raising his arms out to the side, which enabled the man to attach the kilt in place.

      

      Gilby had been busy, pleating and pinning the plaid where it lay on the bed. There were many yards of fabric, but it had been reduced to a manageable length by the time Caillen’s helper began to attach it around his slim waist with a leather belt. Even Caillen had to admit when Gilby had finished, the kilt was the perfect length and passably presentable-except for one thing.

      

      “Gilby, can ye detect the smell of lavender on me, by any chance?” Caillen was tempted to lift the edge of the plaid up to his nose to inhale the material but trusted his assistant to tell him the truth instead.

      

      Gilby, aware of the incongruity of bending down to sniff the kilt, decided to reassure his master from where he was standing, “Ye’re imagining it, sir. The smell must be coming from the trunk. I will close the lid, and ye will see the fragrance will disappear of its own accord.” He pinned the Maclachlan great kilt over Caillen’s shoulders and stuck a gold pin with the family crest on its head through both fabrics, which attached the plaid to the shirt.

      

      “Come now, sir,” Gilby said encouragingly, hoping to get Caillen out of the door before the aroma of lavender became too obvious, “they must all be waiting for ye downstairs.”

      

      Caillen, after giving one more suspicious sniff at the great kilt, realized the truth in what Gilby was saying and left. He did not want to keep his father waiting if the old man was standing up to greet the guests. He ran down the ancient stone stairs that wound around the west wing tower and entered the great hall. It was thronging with guests; some were being housed at the castle itself, having traveled many miles to attend the banquet, other guests were important burghers and tradesmen from the nearby towns and villages.

      

      It was more than a banquet to greet the newly appointed acting Laird and welcome him home. The feast had been held to show everyone the Maclachlan clan was bigger and more influential than ever before. Caillen eyes swept over the brightly dressed crowd of merrymakers, noticing every face and making a mental note of every absentee. Whoever missed the feast would have their loyalties checked.

      

      Gawain came to stand by him.

      

      “Who’s the auld gent standing next to faither with his back to us?” Caillen asked.

      

      “I was with him when the guests first started arriving because ye were so late. Take a guess who’s standing next to him now?” Gawain said with a grin.

      

      Caillen stared across the hall with narrowed eyes, trying hard to get a better view of the bluff faced man standing next to his father. When the gentleman turned, presenting his profile, he was immediately recognizable as Chieftain MacIntosh, Mairi MacIntosh’s father. The two old men had their heads close together, and Caillen had a hunch they were discussing the Sutherlands. MacIntosh land was also dangerously close to the encroaching Sutherland clan.

      

      It has been over two years since Caillen had visited the MacIntosh lodge, and he knew he must stop by and greet Mairi within the next few days. They no longer sent one another letters, and Caillen had long since given up looking for Mairi’s missives at every one of his ports of call, but he remembered his old childhood friend fondly and felt a looming a sense of obligation to finalize some sort of betrothal with her.

      

      Why! - Mairi must be every day five and twenty years old now! I suppose I should set a date for our wedding. Yet one more boring duty I must attend to while I’m on land and bound to look after the castle.

      

      Gawain was watching his brother closely from out of the corner of his eye, “Aye, brither, I see where yer gaze has settled, and wonder if auld Chieftain MacIntosh is still keen for ye and Mairi to make a match of it? The maiden is getting on in years and still has to find a husband.”

      

      Determined not to be drawn into a speculative conversation with his brother about marriage, Caillen shrugged, saying,

      

      “Mairi was always a bright and comely girl, and that would not change over the course of years. Any man who chose her as his wife would be content.”

      

      Gawain stepped back, a little confused by his brother’s lukewarm praise,

      

      “Never tell me ye’re nae longer interested in yer auld flame, Caillen? Has some dark-eyed heathen lady from across the seas caught yer fancy instead?”

      

      Caillen held up one hand in a noncommittal gesture,

      

      “In truth, brither, the dark beauty of women from foreign lands is, indeed, more to me taste. But here am I back in the Highlands, and perfectly content to settle for a Highland lassie. Sultry brown eyes and raven black hair will have to exist in me dreams from henceforth.”

      

      “Och,” Gawain scoffed at his brother’s reluctance, “one kiss will bring all yer auld feelings for Mairi flooding back and make those exotic beauties in foreign lands fade from yer memory. Mairi’s bedchamber is over in the east wing turret – ye ken the one with the twisted bronze ring handle? Go and wait in the chamber, and I will tell Mairi to meet ye there anon. I’ll tell her ye brought her a length of brocade back from yer last trip and wish to make her a present of it. Then ye get to kiss a girl who’s grateful and desperate for a kiss after so long waiting for yer return. What say ye?”

      

      Caillen liked the sound of his brother’s plan very much. He smiled, gave Gawain a conspiratorial look, and made his way to the east wing. His imagination ran wild as he climbed the stairs up to the bedchamber. He envisioned the door opening, Mairi stepping inside, and then sweeping the unsuspecting maiden into his arms. In his mind, Mairi would be pantingly eager for his touch and give no resistance to him pushing her onto the bed where they would spend many enjoyable hours exploring one another’s bodies and proving their attraction for each other again and again. By the time Caillen entered the bedchamber, he was eager for Mairi to come inside and melt into his embrace. He went to sit on a trunk pushed against the wall of the darkened room and passed the time thinking about how wonderful it would feel to hold a soft, scented maiden close to him after many months of traveling.

      

      Hearing the heavy bronze door ring turn and the latch lift, Caillen stood to one side of the room, waiting to pounce on Mairi as she came in. The chamber was dark, the only light provided by moon rays pouring in through the narrow turret window slits. Caillen realized he would have struggled to find a more romantic setting for his first kiss with Mairi as the new Laird of Maclachlan Castle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Emer had arrived at Maclachlan Castle in a state of shock and extreme exhaustion. The two sentries on duty outside the portcullis had watched the young lady on a palfrey ride wearily up the dusty road leading to the keep, but it was only when she got close enough for them to see her features did they notice the pretty young woman was in a state of total collapse.

      

      When she reached them, they saw the tired palfrey could barely lift its hooves, and the maiden was swaying in the saddle, hardly able to hold the reins or sit upright. One of them stepped forward, “Miss, are ye well? Did ye make yer way to the keep for some purpose?”

      

      The guards were cautious in case the lady was bringing some new plague with her to the castle.

      

      “I...I was told this is the way to Maclachlan keep, sire,” Emer whispered, her voice had eroded to a thin rasp after days of weeping and little to drink, “Me sister, Davinia Wylie, works here. I have grave news to tell her.”

      

      Emer did not have to explain further. The guards were astute enough to see the truth of her statement behind her bedraggled appearance. One guard took the reins from her hands and led the pony inside while the other operated the grid gate. Only vaguely aware of her surroundings, Emer dismounted when the soldier stopped at the stable courtyard and asked him to point out the kitchen entrance to her.

      

      “Tradesmen and workers use that side door, lass,” the man said kindly, “the great hall and grand entrance staircase being kept for the Laird’s noble and wealthy guests. They need the wider road for their coaches.”

      

      Emer nodded her understanding and pushed open the side door. She could smell she was close to the kitchens; delicious aromas of roasting chickens, baking bread, and fruit pies assailed her nostrils. But even these toothsome odors did not have the power to make Emer hungry. She had left her appetite behind in Nethy.

      

      A scullery maid, her hands full of bowls and mugs, saw Emer’s shadow on the stairs above her. She gave a small shriek and nearly dropped her crocks.

      

      “Och! Girl, ye scared the life out of me, standing there on the landing so quiet!” Then as her eyes became more accustomed to the dark stairwell, she saw the young woman dressed in black was no one she knew, “are ye the maidservant our cook asked to come and work at the castle kitchens over a month ago?” She waited a few moments for Emer to reply, and when she did not receive an answer, the scullery maid continued, “if ye are, then ye’ll find cook waiting for ye in the servants’ parlor- but dinnae expect a warm welcome now! Ye’re over three weeks late, and cook has had to use footmen and page boys to do some of the food preparation for the feast!”

      

      She pushed past Emer and made her way to the scullery. A blast of steamy air from the boiling water used to clean the pots and pans hit Emer full in the face for a brief second and then disappeared when the maid shut the door behind her. Emer followed the stairs down, and they opened up into the huge kitchen.

      

      The ceiling was so lofty and floors so wide that if the stovetops, ovens, and fire pits had been replaced by pews, the area could have very easily been used as a cathedral instead. On a long wooden workbench in the middle of the room stood Davinia.

      

      She did not immediately look up as Emer entered, being hard at work kneading bread. Occasionally, she would stop what she was doing and wipe her forehead with her wrist on the back of her hand. Then she would continue kneading.

      

      “Can I help ye, lass?” another kitchen maid asked Emer when she saw her standing at the foot of the stairs.

      

      Hearing this, Davinia looked up from her task. She gave a high-pitched shriek, dropped the dough onto the workbench, and ran to hug her sister.

      

      “Emer! How lovely to see ye, and what a surprise!”

      

      Emer allowed her sister to hug her hard and then gave Davinia a soft pat on the back.

      

      Sensing something was wrong, Davinia stepped back and gave her sister a long, keen look. It was only then that she noticed Emer’s drab black clothes, badly fitting and made of cheap worsted fabric, and a look of consternation descended on her face.

      

      “Where’s Mither and Faither? Did ye leave them well? What’s going on, and why are ye here?”

      

      Emer had cried all the tears she had to weep while riding to Maclachlan Castle. Now, empty and drained of all grief, she muttered, “There was a fire in the village, Davi. Only a few of us survived...Mither and Faither...,” she did not know what else to say.

      

      Davinia sat down on the floor and covered her face with her apron. Two of the kitchen maids ran to help her up. The spit-turn boy rushed to the stovetop to pour boiling water over a pot of tea leaves and, after doing that, changed his mind and ran to the alehouse to fetch mugs of ale.

      

      A pageboy ran to fetch cook from the servants’ parlor.

      

      Cook, a kind, hard-working woman, bustled into the kitchen, wiping her hands on her apron, took control of the scene at once.

      

      “Ruthie, Dorcas, escort Davinia upstairs to the turret and put her to bed. Oscar, prepare a basin of warm water for Davi’s sister to wash,” she turned to Emer after saying this, “ye’ll feel better for wiping the road off yer face and hands, lass.”

      

      Emer, too fatigued to do anything except say faintly, “Aye...,” tried to get her knees to bend in a curtsey, but her legs would not obey the command.

      

      Cook saw her sway and caught her around the waist, “Up to the turret bedchamber with ye, lass, I’ll send the water, and some food and drink up to ye in a trice.”

      

      The next thing Emer knew, she was lying on a soft bed in a dark circular room, the drapes were drawn over the windows, and the only sounds were those of her sister weeping softly into the bed next to hers. The room seemed to blur and turn in circles, and then Emer fell into an exhausted sleep.
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        * * *

      

      “Ye are a gift sent to me from the heavens, Emer,” Cook said with a smile, “Much comfort and commiserations for yer recent sorrows, but I will need all the help I can get in the next few days to prepare for the feast. Ye are such an accomplished young lass, ‘tis nae wonder Mistress Burroughs, the housekeeper, wants ye to become her assistant.”

      

      Davinia gave a wan smile from the workbench as she kneaded pastry for the dozens of pigeon pies that had to be made and baked for the feast, “Mistress Burroughs will love Emer like her own daughter..., that is until Emer breaks her favorite vase or drops a candle lighter pole onto an antique plate all the way from China!”

      

      Everyone in the kitchen laughed at Davinia’s little joke. Emer worked hard and knew how to run a household perfectly, except for one thing: she was so clumsy and heavy-handed it was touch and go to see if she would or could make it from one side of a room to the other without tripping up or dropping something.

      

      “Dinnae be in such a hurry!” “Watch out for the broom handle!” “Look out for that step!”

      

      Emer heard these words said to her all day. She blamed her blundering progress on the fact her father had allowed her to ride everywhere since she was a wee bairn. She was happiest when out in the fields and riding her pony. Indoors had always seemed to be too tight and small. Digging the vegetables and tending to her goats and chickens had been Emer’s tasks around the farm. Her mother and father had agreed she was to receive a good education too. Not just the general accounts and letter writing any good future farmer’s housewife would need to learn, but more serious works.

      

      Mistress Françoise Wylie, their mother, had taught her daughters French and Latin, and the local pastor had lectured them in English works and even some Philosophy. Grandpère Bourgine had brought them books from France and London to read. Davinia had lost interest in her studies once she turned three and ten summers, preferring baking and sewing to sitting with her head in a book. But Emer had never lost her love of reading.

      

      “I suppose sitting at a table studying all day or tending the vegetables has made me body less adaptable,” Emer mused out loud, “and kitchen work is nae like farm work!”

      

      Davinia, darting from one side of the kitchen to the other, replied aloud, “Ye’ll pick it up as ye go on, sister, dinnae fash.”

      

      Both Wylie girls had woken at dawn on the day of the feast and set to work the minute they entered the kitchen. They had finished their mourning and were practical enough to realize it was time to make their own way in the world as best they could. Emer had put off the cheap black clothes she had bought along her journey to the castle and settled for tying a black riband around her arm instead, as had Davinia.

      

      A few dozen bannocks had been sent up to the servants’ dining table, and guards’ room and porridge carried up to the morning room for the Laird and his family, but everyone understood the kitchen would be busy until midnight preparing the feast.

      

      Cook and the other kitchen hirelings had come to trust Emer’s sense of taste and smell only a few days after her arrival at the castle and beginning her work there. Her unique talent had been discovered when a haunch of venison was roasting on the spit, attended by a sleepy spit boy. Emer had brought the young boy a mug of weak ale and stood by the vast firepit with her eyes closed, inhaling the delicious aroma of roasting meat.

      

      “The meat is roasting too dry and lacks relish,” Emer said after opening her eyes. She turned to Cook, who was busy making pie crust at the other side of the room, “Mistress Drummond, can I baste the venison with a sauce made of red wine and spices, please? The meat needs a layer of something to protect and flavor it.”

      

      Cook had nodded her consent absent-mindedly, and Emer went to the workbench and poured wine and spices into a bowl. She added honey to make the basting sauce richer and thicker and handed the bowl to the spit boy with instructions to brush the meat with it every hour.

      

      That night, the Laird himself had sent word to the kitchen to congratulate Cook for the excellent way she had dressed the venison. From then on, Emer had been placed in charge of administering spices, herbs, and savories to every recipe. The fashion for pouring sugar and spices into every dish to show a host’s wealth was over, now that these commodities were common and cheaper. Emer had a natural gift for choosing the perfect amount of flavorings to set a dish apart from the ordinary.

      

      On the day of the feast, she was kept busy well into the night running from one side of the huge kitchen to the other, tasting and sprinkling condiments every dish. Her progress was only hampered by her frequent trips and falls.

      

      “It’s these dratted flagstones,” Emer would say as an apology, “they are so uneven and full of ridges!” but everyone knew it was Emer’s clumsy, hurried style of running and walking.

      

      “Be a dear, lass,” Cook said after Emer had drawn attention to herself once again by dropping a pewter jug on the floor, “run upstairs to the east wing turret for me and fetch the ball of twine ye’ll find in the writing desk there in the south-facing chamber. I need it to truss more chickens.”

      

      The first course of the feast was about to be served once the auld Laird took his place at the banqueting hall dais, and now it was time to start on the smaller dishes; roast fowl, pies with surprises baked inside them, jellies, and syllabubs. If Emer had had hopes of the hectic pace of work in the kitchen dying down by the time the moon had risen in the nighttime sky, she was to be disappointed.

      

      Emer thought about asking Cook to send someone else because she did not know the layout of the castle well yet, but when she looked around the kitchen, she saw there was no one else available to do it. So she bobbed a curtsey, replying, “Aye, Mistress Drummond,” and left to locate the east wing turret as best she could.

      

      She was in a panic to find the room and return to the feast preparations as fast as she could, but the twisting passages in the dark were even more confusing than when they had weak daylight showing the way. For one moment, Emer was tempted to return to the kitchen quarters and demand a torch to light her progress but did want to make selfish requests after the castle folk had shown her such kindness since her arrival. Instead, she placed one hand on the wall and used the moonlight streaming in through the open doors to show her the way.

      

      After opening two doors and finding no writing desk, Emer hoped the room with a twisted bronze handle would be the one she needed. She had found a candlestick in the first bedchamber she searched, and the little stubbed wick burned well enough to show her the furniture. She gave the handle a twist and stepped inside the dark room.

      

      She gasped and dropped the candlestick as a man’s strong hands grabbed her by the waist, and spun her around. The next thing Emer knew, she was being kissed so passionately her heart pounded in her chest, beating as fast as a bird’s wings in flight.

      

      Emer had never been kissed before, and the sensation of her hidden ravisher’s mouth hungrily devouring her lips made the hair and skin all over her body tingle in the most delightful way. She felt the soft roughness of his beard scratch against her cheeks and her back arched in a curve, pressing her hips against his sporran belt. She could feel the leather pouch digging in between her legs through the thin fabric of her workday gown.

      

      For the first few seconds, Emer’s arms hung limply down at her sides, as she was too shocked and intrigued to do anything except ride this entrancing experience to the end. The dark seemed to enhance every one of her senses. She heard the uneven breath of her assailant as he moved his kisses from her mouth down to her neck. Her skin shuddered and jumped wherever his lips touched her.

      

      But it was the smell that brought Emer back down to earth abruptly.

      

      I smell lavender! The strongest smell of lavender I ever ken! If it wasnae for the soft prickling of his beard and touch of his sporran and his strength, that lavender scent would be enough to make me think it a woman.

      

      These strange thoughts brought Emer back to reality. She brought her arms up and pushed away from the amorous stranger with all her strength. He loosened his grip and stood back from her, his tall, wide-shouldered shape just an outline against the moonlight coming in the window.

      

      Fumbling for the handle behind her, Emer wrenched the door open and ran up the passage, fleeing into a small sewing room set at the very top of the turret. Running her fingers across tables until she found another candle and flint, she spied a writing desk, discovered a ball of twine within, and made her way back to the kitchens.

      

      She still had a vague trace of lavender perfume on her clothes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Caillen did not know what to think when the woman he supposed was Mairi ran out the door.

      

      One minute she’s soft and loving in me arms, and the next thing, she’s bolting as though I were a boggart! Mairi will most definitely have some explaining to do during the feast.

      

      He left the lady’s bedchamber, half hoping she would be waiting for him in the passage, but when he found it deserted, Caillen had nothing else to do except make his way back to the feast hall. He knew every corridor and corner of the castle like the back of his hand and did not need to look for moonlighted windows to show him the way. As he approached the hall, the sounds of feasting and merrymaking could be heard. Caillen, aware that his clan and father would be on the lookout for him, broke into a trot and went through one of the many back entrances, underneath the minstrels’ gallery.

      

      As he mounted the dais where auld Laird Maclachlan was seated with Gawain, Chieftain MacIntosh, and other important visitors, Caillen tried to keep his entrance discrete. This was not hard as the feast had already begun, and everyone was concentrating on their food.

      

      “It looks like ye got lucky in yer sweetheart’s bedchamber, brither,” Gawain said with a smirk as Caillen sat down beside him, “she came in a few minutes ago,” Gawain indicated where Mairi sat at the dais table a few yards away, “and ye follow hot on her heels. If ye are to make a regular thing of this, I advise both o’ ye to be more inconspicuous. The maiden does indeed look flushed with desire. Or is she just excited by the prospect of the brocade?”

      

      Caillen inclined his head forward and looked sideways down the table to where his future betrothed sat. Mairi looked the same as when he had seen her over two years before, but her appearance did nothing to inspire the feelings he had felt in the bedchamber half an hour ago. Her forehead was slightly furrowed from many hours of embroidering in poor light, and tiny wrinkles around her mouth and eyes that had not been there before showed the passing of time. But it was Mairi’s essence, Caillen could find no other word to describe it, that left him unmoved.

      

      Other than the small alterations time had stamped on her skin, he had to agree with his brother-Mairi looked rosy and blushing, as if she had spent the last half an hour in some man’s arms and then run back to the feast with the impression of the kisses still fresh in her mind. But Caillen had doubts the woman he had kissed upstairs had been Mairi.

      

      Dissatisfied, Caillen poured a goblet of mead, pushed back his chair, and approached his lady friend.

      

      “Well met, Mairi,” he said in a jovial voice, his eyes reading her body keenly for signs of blushing or maidenly coyness. To meet the man she had recently been kissing so deeply would have made any girl lower her eyes, “it seems ages since we last spoke. How goes it with ye?”

      

      “Well met, and thank ye for this lavish feast, Caillen. ‘Tis sad to say farewell to yer faither as Laird, but we have confidence ye will take his place with aplomb.”

      

      Mairi took the proffered goblet out of Caillen’s hand with a practical grip and then turned back to eating her meal.

      

      It was nae her! Of that, I’m sure. The maiden I kissed had a touch-a feel-so intoxicating I cannae describe it. Her breath tasted of fresh meadows in summertime, and her skin tasted like violets. If I were to inhale the scent of her hair again, I would ken the woman from the dark room anywhere in the world!

      

      Caillen had spent many an amusing hour in seraglios and incense houses in far off lands across the seas. The lady he had kissed brought those heavenly perfumed places to mind. Subtle fumes of patchouli and oud, the ripple of heavy satin curtains, and plump cushions scattered on the floors. The only fragrance he could discern coming from Mairi was roast meat and mint sauce.

      

      He turned away and went back to his seat. Gawain was waiting to hear what his brother had to say,

      

      “Well? Does she have happy memories about what ye did to her in the bedchamber? Are we to expect an announcement soon?”

      

      Caillen had never been one to prevaricate, but he did not consider a feast the time and place to tell his brother his old sweetheart did nothing to inflame his desire, especially when she was sitting only a few yards away from him at the same table. And if that was not bad news enough, it was a certainty he had just spent his time upstairs trying to make love to a stranger. He shifted in his chair uncomfortably and scanned the great hall to see if some woman was looking at him accusingly, or even worse-a husband!

      

      No one was paying him any attention, and Caillen did not know whether to be relieved or frustrated. His tryst was likely to remain a secret to everyone, including himself.

      

      “I doubt ye’ll be hearing a betrothal announcement, Gawain, from me own side at least. And as I can safely say I wasnae the man to put the bloom on Mairi’s cheeks, I’m certain she will be in nae rush to betroth herself to me either.”

      

      And with those words, Gawain had to be satisfied.

      

      Highlanders loved to eat and drink with fellow Scotsmen they had not seen for a long time. After the food was finished and the best of Laird’s whisky brought to the dais, it was time for the minstrels to descend from the gallery and entertain the guests with epic poems and bards’ tales.

      

      Caillen could eat and drink with the best of them, but he knew it would be up to him to bid the guests farewell or light them to their bedchambers, so he took small sips from his mug and watched as others drained their goblets. His father had long since retired to sleep off the effects of having to sit upright for so long. Gawain had left his chair searching for musicians; some of the younger guests wanted to get up a jig. Suddenly, Caillen felt a smart tap on his shoulder.

      

      He jumped, thinking it might be the husband of the lady he had kissed upstairs.

      

      It was Mairi.

      

      “Can I sit and talk with ye awhile, Caillen?” she said with a smile. Her cheeks still looked rosy and warm, but this time it was from all the whisky and food.

      

      Caillen stood up and pulled his brother’s abandoned chair out for her.

      

      “How now, Mairi? Are ye come to thank me for the banquet? If so, there’s nae need-faither organized it as one of his final tasks, but I’m sure the servants would thank ye for any small sum ye choose to give them,” he said as he sat down again.

      

      Mairi plonked herself down beside Caillen and gave a satisfied sigh, “Nay, Caillen, I’m nae here for that. I want to clear the air between us rather. Much water has flowed under the bridge, do ye nae agree?”

      

      Caillen’s heart came into the throat when she said these words,

      

      Oh, nay! It was Mairi in the bedchamber. It must have been me imagination that made her waist smaller and her limbs longer and slimmer. But I could swear on me life it was nae her...! Now she’ll want to hold me to our youthful pledge of love.

      

      Mairi took Caillen’s silence for bashful reluctance and held out her hand in a halting gesture, “Now, afore ye jump right into a proposal, I want to set some things straight. I ken ye’ve been holding a candle for me all these years, Cai, and I would be lying if I said I was nae fond of ye when I were a lass,” Mairi put her hand down and patted Caillen’s knee kindly, “but, truth be told, when I look in me heart, I can only find tender affection for ye and no amount of brocade or other presents can change that. It’s ‘cause I have had another swain for the last three years, and ‘tis with him I want to marry-we have to anyway-I’ve been carrying his bairn for these four months past.”

      

      Caillen opened and shut his mouth a few times, hoping his joy at being released from his obligations was not too evident. He managed to stutter out a few words of congratulations mixed with a hefty dose of regret and some references to all the good times Mairi and he had had in the past but insisting he was not upset at all.

      

      Caillen was about to applaud himself for giving the acting performance of a lifetime when Mairi interrupted him.

      

      “Aye,” Mairi grunted, “that’s always been yer problem, Cai, ye like to leave all yer romances in the past and keep them there. I wouldnae be a friend if I dinnae tell ye that if ye want a chance of finding a willing bride, ye’ll do well to find yerself a love affair ye want for the future, forever, and nae just what falls into yer lap at any place and time ye find convenient.”

      

      On those words, Mairi got up and left Caillen alone at the table on the dais. And Caillen found that more than upsetting; he found that troubling.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Emer returned to the kitchens with a thoughtful expression on her face, a rapidly beating heart, and a reddened chin.

      

      “If I dinnae ken it was impossible, Em, I would say ye’ve been up in the east wing turret sharing a forceful embrace with an ardent swain,” Davinia joked when she saw her sister, “he must be a strong fellow with a lovely beard to be able to do that to yer chin!”

      

      Emer gave her sister a distracted smile and went to hand Cook the twine.

      

      “Ye took yer time about fetching it, dinnae ye?” Cook knew how long it would take to reach the turret and come down again. When Emer tried to explain about getting lost, Cook stopped her, “Never ye mind, girl, for all I ken ye tripped going up and down the stairs-I should’ve sent ye with a torch to light yer way. Come and help me with these chickens, if ye please.”

      

      Cook knew the signs of being kissed hard by a man with a beard and could see Emer bore every indication of having had that happen to her. She was a kind woman and knew Emer had not been at Maclachlan Keep long enough to set up a flirt. She accurately surmised the young woman had been waylaid by a drunken castle guest and left it at that.

      

      The frenetic pace of roasting and baking kept up until well past ten hours after the castle noon bell had tolled earlier that day. The page boys who ran to and from the kitchen carrying the plates and servers kept the kitchen staff informed about the goings-on upstairs.

      

      When they came to report the younger folk had begun dancing while their elders watched fondly, taking the occasional sip of whisky and nibbling on nuts and dried fruits, the tired kitchen workers knew they could finally relax.

      

      “Leave the larger dishes for the morning, girls,” Cook called out to the scullery maids, “It’s time for us to have a bite and sup of our own. Clary, afore ye take a seat, be a dear and pour us a couple o’ large jugs of light mead. “Twill be just the thing to ease our sore feet.”

      

      Cook ran an easy establishment. If a maid was promoted to work upstairs for Mistress Burroughs, it always came as a shock to find a rigid seating order and dress code was strictly enforced by the housekeeper. The kitchen structure was far more relaxed. Spit turn boys, talented bakers, and apprentice pastry makers all sat together at the long wooden table in the kitchen staff dining area. The only room that was off-limits was Cook’s private parlor because it was to here she would disappear every afternoon for a quick nap in the small chamber.

      

      Clary plonked two huge jugs of mead down on the table, and everyone helped themselves to a liberal serving of the refreshing honey ale. Mugs were emptied and refilled, shoes were kicked off tired feet, and the staff chattered happily amongst themselves. Emer sat on the stone stairs leading into the dining room with her back to the corridor, facing the merry kitchen helpers drinking around the table. Davinia sat on a tiny stool next to the fireplace and spoke to her sister about what she planned to do the next day. It was a Sunday, and all the maids planned on visiting the nearest village after chapel. Emer enjoyed the sensation of having nothing to do except quench her thirst and wriggle her numbed toes.

      

      “What did ye all think about the first meal with Caillen as our new Laird?” Cook raised her voice to ask everyone in the room, “Hopefully, he does nae plan on having many more banquets. ‘Tis hard work for us, to be sure!”

      

      Davinia chirped from her corner, “He will nae be able to have any more feasts, Mistress Drummond! The Sutherlands have stolen all our cattle and taken most of the good land where we grow the best crops.”

      

      “That’s an exaggeration if ever I heard one, Davi,” Clary commented, “all the spring vegetables came from Maclachlan land.”

      

      “Aye, maybe so,” Davinia replied, “but the winter crops are all but gone, and the land where we plant new ones are on the other side of the border that divides our fields from theirs-the Sutherlands, that is!”

      

      Emer could not resist joining in the conversation. Before their father had been a farmer, he had been a soldier fighting for control of lands free from overlairdship or invasion. It was only because the farmers at Nethy had downed their field tools and picked up swords that the Wylies had land to till and seeds to plant at all.

      

      “I might nae have been at the castle long enough to ken this new Laird of yers well, but he sounds like a care-for-nobody. What eldest son leaves the land of his forefaithers and disappears halfway round the ocean on his own whim?” Emer said emphatically.

      

      No one replied to her outburst. They sat mumchance in their chairs, looking shocked. Emer did not care and continued to voice her opinion, “A trueborn Laird cares for his clan, so what he did was the same as a parent leaving their bairns so they could travel around. And now everyone’s surprised mischief is happening when the auld Laird cannae keep up?”

      

      “Gawain and Laird...,” Davinia stuttered.

      

      “Dinnae talk to me about Gawain and the new Laird Maclachlan, Davi!” Emer said, draining her mug of mead, “In me own opinion, the two cannae be compared. ‘Tis Gawain should be Laird, and nae that good-for-nothing whatshisname.”

      

      “The name’s Caillen,” an amused voice said behind Emer.

      

      She gave a small scream and dropped her mug. She did not bother watching the mug roll across the flagstones; Emer was too busy whipping her head around to see whose voice had spoken.

      

      All her hopes that it would be some cheeky footman or groom fell away when she saw the two men standing there: it was Gawain and Caillen Maclachlan, the new Laird and his brother...and she had just been disparaging him behind his back. Emer felt the mead she had drunk so quickly come rushing back up her throat but was able to swallow it down again after a struggle.

      

      The only thing I can do worse than I already have is spew me drink all over the new Laird’s boots. I pray he does nae send me away from the keep. After dividing me parents’ gold with Davi, I only have ten sovereigns left!

      

      Caillen stepped around Emer, where she sat on the stairs leading down to the staff dining room. Gawain stayed standing behind her. She could feel the slight brush of his legs against her pinafore bow. It was the most awkward situation, and Emer felt suffocated with one Maclachlan in front of her and one immediately behind her. She shuffled sideways, stood up, and made for the door leading to the kitchens.

      

      Caillen stopped her leaving by grabbing hold of her hand as she walked behind him.

      

      “What? So shy all of a sudden? Ye had plenty to say when ye thought us back in the banquet hall.”

      

      If Emer had lived long enough in the castle to know Caillen since he was a young boy, she would have recognized the bright twinkle in his eye as he said this and realized he was teasing her. As it was, all she saw was his one raised eyebrow and felt the firm grip of his hand around her wrist. She wrenched her arm out of his reach and ran to stand with her back to the wall.

      

      Cook spoke out in her calm, unflappable manner, “Losh, Caillen, or should I say, yer Lairdship, the wench meant nae harm. She’s new here at the keep, lately come to work with her sister,” here Cook indicated to where Davinia sat on the stool by the fireplace, “the two girls lost their parents in a frightful fire-go gentle with them.”

      

      Caillen could not let the jest go just yet, “That I should live to hear the day when one of me own servants speaks out so unjustly about me adventures, Mistress Drummond. Does the lass nae understand the feel of the ocean breeze in me hair is lifeblood to me?

      

      Emer was hanging her head down with embarrassment and did not see the friendly grin Caillen gave her after saying these words. The rest of the staff, who knew Caillen’s penchant for joking, gave broad smiles when he spoke like an affronted jack-a-dandy.

      

      “That’s enough now, everyone,” Cook said to all the giggling servants, “how might we help ye two gentlemen? Or did ye come down here simply to torment the kitchen maids?”

      

      Caillen looked around the room at all the staff, saying, “Me brither, and I came down to say our thanks for a most delicious feast. Everyone may take the day off tomorrow-just leave a few dozen bannocks and some cold cuts for the guards and sentries. Me faither’s valet will prepare his meals, and Gawain and meself will make do, or maybe I’ll serve him meself, seeing as he would make a better Laird than I apparently do.”

      

      And with his final jest made, Caillen and Gawain left the servants to their mead.

      

      When the men had left, the kitchen staff raised a cheer. To be given an entire day off while employed at a busy castle keep was something to celebrate-everyone worked from sunrise to well-passed sundown to provide enough food and drink for all the castle inhabitants, especially on Holy days. A whole Sunday to sleep or laze the day away was a treat worth shouting about.

      

      Unfortunately, Emer was not one of the happy throng of kitchen servants chattering excitedly with one another. She had fled upstairs the second Caillen had left the room, too ashamed at what she had said and what she considered to be his unjust reaction to it.

      

      I’m new here at the castle and was simply speaking me mind on what I saw the situation to be. I wish he would go back to his stupid adventures and leave his brither here to run the castle as he sees fit. Go and feel the silly sea breeze in his hair or whatever he was waxing so eloquent about!

      

      Emer could feel her wrist burn as though scorched by a flame where he had grasped it. The power behind that grip was not the strength of someone who sailed the ocean for pleasure. He had not hurt her, nor had his fingers left a mark, but she remembered the pressure of his hand and held her wrist up to her cheek, as though the heat would be transferred from one to the other.

      

      Alone in the bedchamber, she shared with her sister, Emer was able to dissect the scene around the dining table in more detail while she undressed and washed. The look of shock on the staff’s faces as they saw the brothers appear behind her; the feeling of mead rushing back up her throat; Gawain’s silent observation while he allowed his brother, the new Laird, to do all the talking.

      

      There had been something else too. Emer was sure she saw Davinia blush and smile when she looked up and saw Gawain standing on the stairs. It definitely was not surprise or the glance of a serving maid looking at her master. It was a rosy tint in the cheeks, which could only signify a deeper feeling than simply one of a young girl looking at the Laird’s brother.

      

      Emer was grateful this line of thinking came into her mind. It was enough to block out the simmering resentment at Laird Caillen Maclachlan’s diatribe about his injured feelings.

      

      Poor Davi. I wonder how long she’s held a candle for Gawain Maclachlan? He is just her type-she’s kept a fancy for slender, blue-eyed youths since she was a wee lass. It’s true the men we admire couldnae be more dissimilar. It must be all those handsome, swashbuckling buccaneers who used to ride through Nethy on their way to the harbor that makes me favor more rugged men.

      

      And on this more positive note, Emer fell into a restless sleep. Her dreams fragmented by images of a tall, dark, lavender-scented man who rubbed his prickly beard growth against her skin while pulling her toward him with a strong, firm grasp.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      “Ye’re back early to yer bedchamber, sire,” Gilby said when Caillen entered, “I can hear the bagpipes squeezing out a merry tune for dancing in the banquet hall. Are ye tired, or do ye consider yerself well past the age of dancing at the ripe auld age of eight and twenty?”

      

      Caillen gave his valet a small smile, “A bit o’ both, Gilby, truth be told. It’s been quite a night. A stolen kiss, an abrupt rebuff, and I overheard a maid beratin’ me for leaving the clan when me faither was sick. That’s quite enough for me for one night!”

      

      Gilby chortled as he helped Caillen unpin his kilt, “Well, ye do sound like it was a busy night, and that’s the truth, but ye’ll be pleased to ken yer plaid nae longer smells so strongly o’ lavender. The scent of food and smoke must have driven most of it out. Would ye like to wear it again tomorrow?”

      

      Caillen shrugged, “I dinnae ken, Gilby. A page boy spilled white wine over it, so it might need a wash,” he sighed, “this Laird stuff is still new to me. Perhaps I should ask me faither what are the best clothes to wear for different days of the week. When we were on board ship, Sundays were just like any other day-we still had to steer and trim the sails, but it might be different at the keep. The problem is, I’ve forgotten all the rules and regulations for how a Laird should dress.”

      

      Gilby looked at his master’s frowning face, “This stolen kiss or rebuff or telling off must have upset ye more than ye think, me Laird!”

      

      That made Caillen laugh, “I’m nae clowning when I say that, Gilby! I accidentally kissed the wrong maiden, thinking her Mairi. But it turns out that Mairi wants nothing to do with me and is quite happy to release us from our pledge to each other. And then this kitchen maid scolds me for being a flippant Laird, and Gawain better suited for the job, and..., the thing is, none of this seems important to me ‘cause all I can think about is the maiden I kissed! I wish I ken who she was. She...it was delightful.”

      

      Gilby had never seen Caillen so obsessed with a woman before, so he kept his mouth shut and hoped his master’s infatuation would disappear when he realized the mystery woman was probably just some visiting guest who enjoyed a stolen kiss in the dark.

      

      “I’ll give this plaid to the washerwoman, shall I? Try to get the last of this lavender scent out of it, and then ye can wear around the estate or something,” and on those words, Gilby bowed himself out of the room.

      

      Caillen, aware his first day of duties as Laird Maclachlan began the next day, tried to sleep and forget what had happened before, during, and after the banquet feast.
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        * * *

      

      It felt strange to be the one seated behind the desk and not standing in front of it, asking his father’s opinion, or bending over the hard wooden surface to read some urgent missive on which his father wanted advice.

      

      Now, it was Caillen sitting at the old Laird’s desk, reading reports and sorting through communications from nearby boroughs and clans. He remembered what Gawain had said the previous evening, and when he entered the library the next day at dawn, the first thing he began to do was read all of his father’s notes and translate the important ones into his own private code. When he had copied the writing into his logbook, he would go to the fireplace and burn the old parchment. He waited for the paper to burst into flame and then watch to check every last scrap of his father’s handwriting had turned to ash.

      

      This was where his brother found him hours later.

      

      “Ye will nae make many friends amongst the clergy if ye intend on skipping chapel service,” Gawain said as he came inside after giving a brief knock, “I swear the chaplain looked as though he were going to burst into tears when he stared at the family pew and saw ye were nae there.”

      

      Caillen had glanced up briefly when he heard the knock but scoffed quietly after his brother’s teasing remark, “I’ll try to make prayers this evening,” was all he said after Gawain stopped speaking and continued writing.

      

      Gawain approached the desk, “It’s strange to see ye here where faither ought to be,”

      

      “Faither is where he should be, Gawain. In bed, cossetting himself with physicians and apothecaries.”

      

      Gawain moved around from the front of the desk to the back and stood next to Caillen, reading over his shoulder, “What are those strange symbols and scribbles ye’re writing in yer logbook, Cai? It looks for all the world as though ye have learned some foreign language and decided to write it instead of our beloved Gaelic tongue.”

      

      Caillen, aware that he would get no peace until he had satisfied his brother’s curiosity, placed his quill back on the inkstand and replied, “It’s a code we use onboard ship, and each cargo and captain has their own. I learned mine from a bunch of dastardly English pirates who needed to communicate with each other about where they had buried their Spanish gold. They didnae want to give all the treasure to his majesty, ye realize. ‘Tis a mix of Arabic, creole from the islands, and some of me own symbols.”

      

      Gawain scratched his head and looked bemused, “But what if something happens to ye, Caillen, there’ll be nae one left who can unscramble it.”

      

      “If any natural accident happens to me, Gilby will pass the key to the code on to me successor. If I die an unnatural death, well then-the secret to these notes dies with me.”

      

      Gawain watched as Caillen went to the fireplace and dropped in another of their father’s record books,

      

      “That’s the last of them,” Caillen said, as he stirred the burning coals with the toe of his boot, “let’s see if spying and conniving still happens when there’s nothing to read.”

      

      “I dinnae ken ye were going to take all of this so seriously, Cai,” Gawain commented to his brother’s back.

      

      Caillen turned round from the fire; a fierce look was on his face.

      

      “If the enemy tries to board me ship, Gawain, me crew are authorized to gut every last mother’s son o’ them! I might hide me anger at the state of things behind a cheerful smile, but I swear to ye, brither when I find the one who has chosen to ally themselves to the Sutherlands while taking the hospitality and kindness of the Maclachlan clan,-albeit we cannae see their false smiles and tokens of friendship right now, but when we do-they will swing from the nearest flagpole!”

      

      Gawain stared at his brother as though seeing him for the first time in his true light, “Indeed, Caillen, I feel as strongly as ye do, but ‘tis still early for ye to be talking about swinging from flag poles when ye have nae even caught the man.”

      

      Caillen sat down at his desk again, “It may be a woman, so dinnae let yer guard down there either. The only lass I hold free from all suspicion is the kitchen maid who had so much to say about me last night. She arrived here after all this trickery began, so she is the only person at the keep I ken to be true and faithful. Everyone else falls under suspicion.”

      

      “It doesnae sound like she wanted to be true an’ faithful to ye last night,” Gawain said.

      

      The two men were interrupted by the soft scratching of a page at the door.

      

      At his command to enter, the young boy opened the door and stuck his head around the edge, “Please it, yer Lairdship, but a messenger has come askin’ for ye at the gate.”

      

      “Send him up,” Caillen said and then turned to his brother, “this is likely to be some message of thanks for the feast or congratulations for me recent appointment as Laird. Do ye really wish to stay here and bore yerself with it?”

      

      Gawain grinned cheekily, “I’m grateful the task of writing letters of thanks falls to ye, Cai, and nae to me, but if it’s all the same to ye, I’ll stand by and watch ye work a bit if ye dinnae mind.”

      

      Caillen shrugged his shoulders. It was strange for him to be the one working with his head buried in papers instead of his younger brother. He had to admit to himself, though, the burning question of who was betraying in the castle was a mystery worth solving. It made him feel like a hound on the hunt for a very crafty fox.

      

      The page had left the door open, and the messenger walked up to the desk a few minutes later. He held a smudged and folded parchment in his hands,

      

      “From Chieftain Lochart of Arisaig Lodge, yer Lairdship,” he said and stood back from the desk in the middle of the room while Caillen broke the seal open.

      

      Caillen scanned the sheet of parchment and looked at the messenger, “I will reply to this in person. Wait for me to saddle a horse. I will ride back with ye now.”

      

      “What is it, Cai?” Gawain saw the grim look on his brother’s face, “what does the message say?”

      

      Caillen was locking the newly bolted desk drawers with a heavy padlock and pocketing the key, but looked up to answer his brother, “The thing is Gawain, ye might drink too much or sleep with one of the maids, and we both ken those are the perfect scenarios where secrets are unwittingly told. Me business with Arisaig Lodge is me own.”

      

      Caillen went to the fireplace, threw the message he had just received into the flames, and watched it burn to a cinder. When he was satisfied the paper was gone, he strode out of the library with the messenger following behind him.

      

      It did not take long for the two men to reach the Lochart clan lodge. They were a small clan of no more than two dozen families, but the small dell where they had built their village and farms was only a few hills south of Maclachlan keep. Arisaig Lodge had been a staunch ally of the Maclachlan’s since Caillen could remember. He knew his way to the great hall and told the messenger to take his horse to the stables for food and water before making his way up to the lodge. He could remember his father bringing him and Gawain here for Holy day cheer.

      

      He waited politely at the gate for the sentry announced him. It was a while before the sentry returned and told him to follow behind. Chieftain Lochart was standing on the dais at the end of the hall, and he stepped forward to welcome Caillen back to the Highlands. He looked slightly uncomfortable when he did so, however, as he knew the reason for Caillen’s abrupt visit.

      

      “I thank ye most kindly for yer warm greeting, Angus,” Caillen said calmly after the chieftain had sat back down on his armchair, “yer recent message, though, I dinnae find as welcome. I came here to check for meself, in case ye’d gotten yer facts wrong. Are ye closing a trading agreement with the Sutherlands?”

      

      Chieftain Lochart hedged a bit, “I was nae at the feast last night, ye ken, Caillen, because me wife was assisting with another bairn’s birthing..., women bein’ necessary during these times...,”

      

      His voice trailed off. He’d hoped his message would have been received by the old Laird, who would have shrugged his shoulders and sighed with worry but accepted the words it contained. To have Caillen descend upon him unannounced, demanding an explanation was not at all to Chieftain Lochart’s liking.

      

      “I neither ken nor care what kept ye from the feast, Angus, and if the bairn came into the world healthy, I am happy for the clan, but why have ye decided to pay the Sutherlands for the use of their ports after dealing with us in these matters for dozens of years?”

      

      Chieftain Lochart shifted in his seat uncomfortably, “They offered me a better deal, Caillen, and ye ken I’ve always been the man to enjoy saving a penny or two here and there when I can.”

      

      “Why did ye nae come and ask the Maclachlan’s to match the offer then?” Caillen was relentless in his pursuit of the Lochart clan’s change in allegiance.

      

      “Och, well now, Cai,” Chieftain Lochart could assert himself with the truth here, “Yer faither has been letting things slide since his health got worse, and even though I wish him all the best in his recovery, I like to do me business with a man of action, when all’s said an’ done.”

      

      Caillen stepped back a few paces and pointed his thumbs toward his chest, “And what d’ye see here, Angus?”

      

      “I see a man of action, Cai, I’ll nae lie to ye,” Chieftain Lochart was a penny-pinching man, but he also knew when he was beaten in an argument.

      

      “I’ll match the offer the Sutherlands gave ye, Angus, and lower the yearly fee by another pound. But I want yer oath ye’ll nae side with our northern enemies again or have dealings with anyone who ally themselves to the Sutherlands.”

      

      Chieftain Lochart’s eyes widened at this generous offer. Now it was his turn to give thanks, “Aye, Cai, that’s very open-handed of ye. I’ll nae be signing that agreement with the Sutherlands after all!”

      

      Caillen stepped forward and clasped the chieftain’s forearm to show their bond. Chieftain Lochart did the same.

      

      Then Caillen said, “Ye are the first clan to the south of Maclachlan castle to side with the Sutherlands in the north, Angus. Besides me faither’s ill health, what made ye think there would be nae consequences for breaking our agreement?”

      

      Now that he had a beneficial trading agreement under his belt, Chieftain Lochart was chatty and relaxed, “Och, Cai, the Sutherlands promised me on their oath there would be nae penalties or punishment coming from Maclachlan keep. They dinnae mention yer faither’s health, though, they just said they had a personal warrant from someone there who had information. They ken how much I was payin’ ye in trading fees and what agreement was in place for our two clans in times of war. Then they sweetened the deal. I was reluctant at first, but they said the Maclachlan keep was all but theirs for the asking, and it would be under their control in a year or two, furthermore.”

      

      Caillen’s face remained passive as he heard the chieftain out, and when the man concluded his revelation, all he said in reply was, “Once again, I thank ye for yer kindness and candor. If I could ask one more favor-say nothing to anyone about our meeting and send all messages and emissaries from the Sutherlands away unless I ask otherwise. Farewell.”

      

      And with those words, Caillen turned on his heel and strode out of the hall toward the stables.
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      “I must find the informer who is betraying the clan!” Caillen was back at the keep and pacing up and down the library, watched by Gawain, the castle steward Banting, and the captain of the guard.

      

      “It will nae be easy,” Gawain said, with Banting and the captain nodding in unison behind him, “we have people coming and going in the keep at all hours of the day and night, nae to mention the huge number of staff.”

      

      “That’s where ye’re wrong,” Caillen said grimly, “the information leaking out has never left the four walls of this room,” he gestured around the library and pointed at the Laird’s desk, “so either words are spoken and overheard or written down and read in secret. That can soon be remedied. This craven poltroon who smiles to our faces and then stabs us in the back is about to have their tail feathers trimmed.”

      

      He turned to the captain of the guard, “From now on, the only person allowed in this room is that lass from the kitchens, the one who spoke up against me, come recently to work in the castle.”

      

      “Aye, me Laird,” the captain saluted.

      

      Caillen addressed his next command to Banting the steward, “Go and find Davinia the kitchen maid and ask for her sister. I dinnae ken her name. I want to speak to her anon.”

      

      The steward left hastily. The captain bowed himself out to fetch two guards for the library door and set up a daytime and night watch schedule.

      

      Caillen sat down at his desk and did not look up at his brother before saying, “D’ye ken any carpenters around these parts, Gawain?”

      

      “Nay...,” Gawain answered hesitantly.

      

      “Nae to worry,” Caillen said, “I will ride into the village meself and find one. I have a few messages to deliver.”

      

      “Are ye nae going to send a messenger?” Gawain asked, “Ye can hardly waste yer days riding to and from all the clans and villages?”

      

      “It’s nae a waste o’ time, Gawain, when the future of our clan depends on it. I would ride to Edinburgh and beyond to deliver messages if it means a spy can’t intercept them.”

      

      Gawain nodded solemnly and then asked, “What’s the carpenter for?’

      

      Caillen simply smiled and shook his head. Gawain understood his elder brother had something clever planned.
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        * * *

      

      “Why, Mister Banting! How lovely to see ye down here in the kitchens!” Mistress Drummond exclaimed cheerfully, “What can I do for ye? I hope the account books are in order?”

      

      She clapped her hands together, and the spit roast boy rushed to bring a mug of ale and some sugar cakes for the steward. Mister Banting made himself comfortable on the stool next to the workbench and took a chug of ale,

      

      “I’m here for yer helper, Davinia by name. I need to have words with her,” he said and took a large bite of sugar cake.

      

      Davinia, busy with peeling carrots by the scullery, heard her name mentioned and dropped her knife in the sink with a clatter, “What does he want with me!?” she whispered to Emer, who had just stepped back inside after emptying the peelings on the dump outback.

      

      Emer said a silent prayer; it had nothing to do with her rant about the new Laird behind his back. Then she remembered what she had said on the night of the feast had not been behind Laird Maclachlan’s back at all. It had been her back that was turned-and he had been able to hear every word.

      

      If I am the cause of me sister losing her appointment at the castle, I dinnae ken what I can do to make it up to her.

      

      Davinia was wiping carrot peels off her hands and straightening her pinafore. She gave one last frightened look at her sister. Emer crossed her fingers and tried to look optimistic.

      

      Davinia mounted the steps up to the kitchen and bobbed a curtsey to the steward, “Good day to ye, sir, Mister Banting, sir. I am Davinia.”

      

      Mister Banting licked the sugar crumbs off his fingers and gave an indulgent smile, “It’s yer sister I seek, actually, me dear. What’s yer sister’s name?”

      

      Emer, waiting down in the scullery, keenly trying to hear what was being said in the kitchen, heard the steward’s question and knew her fate was sealed. She must be brave and take her letting go with as much dignity as she could muster.

      

      “Me sister’s name is Emer, Mister Banting, sir,” Davinia was saying.

      

      Emer came and stood beside her sister, “I am Emer, sir. How can I help ye?”

      

      Mister Banting looked at Emer up and down. He did not see anything particularly outstanding about the young woman in front of him. She had her hair tucked neatly into a mob cap and a smudge on her nose from cleaning the stovetop earlier on that morning. Her back was straight, and her figure was slender enough to turn a man’s head if he saw her from behind. He could not help but feel the girl would do well to relax a little bit-she seemed very proud and nervous at the same time. He was sure her liquid brown eyes, fringed with delightfully long dark lashes, would sparkle if she would only give a smile.

      

      “Emer,” he committed the girl’s name to memory, “the Laird wants to see ye up in his library now. So, tidy yerself up a bit and present yerself at the door without a minute’s more delay. If ye find guards at the door, tell them ye’re Davinia’s sister and let them announce ye as that-else ye will nae get in, believe me!”

      

      When is this nightmare going to end? Is Laird Caillen taking some perverse delight in torturing me like a cat with a mouse? When I get to the library, I’m going to give him a piece of me mind so he can tell me to leave with nae more games!

      

      All she said out loud was, “Aye, Mister Banting, at once, sir,” and ran out of the kitchen and up to her bedchamber to tidy her appearance.

      

      When Emer stared into the spotted looking glass, she felt depressed. The beautiful ringlets she used to curl into her hair at the farm had disappeared as if by magic. At night, she was too tired to wrap rags around the long sheaves of dark brunette hair, and all she did when she woke in the morning was run a brush through the strands and bundle them into her cap.

      

      I will nae leave the keep with me head hanging down, nor will I leave it looking like a drab! Especially when I’m being dismissed by a man who sails from port to port for the sheer pleasure of it.

      

      Emer ripped off her mob cap and twisted her hair into a knot at the top of her head, allowing a few stray wisps and ringlets to cluster around her face. She went to the washstand and used her homemade soap to clean the grime off her neck and face. It was her own particular concoction, made from oils, distilled water, resin, and lye. The gentle scent calmed her and gave her strength.

      

      She changed her pinafore for a delicate shawl her mother had given Davinia when she left home to work at the castle and hoped the Laird was not so angry with her that he would force her to leave without allowing her to return it to her sister first.

      

      Giving one final look in the mirror, Emer felt ready for anything and made her way down to the Laird’s library. After only a few wrong turns, she found her way to the right door. There was a guard standing there, with a halberd held at the ready, but he lifted it when he saw her.

      

      “He’s expecting ye, Emer,” the guard said, recognizing her from the times she brought meals down to the guardhouse, “dinnae look so scared lass, he’ll nae eat ye.”

      

      I wouldnae bet on it. But I promise I will give him as good as he hands out-he deserves it anyway-what kind o’ man cannae take a bit of harmless criticism?

      

      She turned the handle and went inside.

      

      Emer did not know what to expect when she walked on shaking legs to where Caillen sat behind the huge desk. He was scribbling something down but did not dip his quill back into the inkstand when he glanced up and saw who had entered. Instead, he placed the quill down and lifted the parchment to his face to blow on the ink. It was the perfect opportunity for Emer to take her measure of the man.

      

      He did not have to be standing for her to see he was every bit as tall and muscular as she remembered from his visit to the kitchen. His hair was dark brown, full and thick, but tied back neatly into a twisted knot at the base of his neck. A single strand had managed to escape the knot and fell over his brow, giving him a romantic appearance in keeping with the rest of his clothing. The shirt at his neck was open, with neither bow or ruffle to adorn it, and the white cambric was so light it was possible to see the outline of his chest through the fabric. It looked as though he had trimmed his beard back that morning, and it lay close to his firm jawline and determined chin.

      

      Emer braced herself for his words but could not hold back the scolding she had promised herself she would give him.

      

      “I want ye to be the only one to clean this room from now on..., what’s yer name again?” said Caillen.

      

      “It’s yer own fault ye overheard what I said in the kitchen-and I stand by what I said, except for maybe the part about yer brither!” Emer spoke in a rush at the same time Caillen was talking.

      

      Caillen stopped what he was about to say, and a wide grin replaced the frown he’d had on his face when Emer had walked in, “It seems ye’re laboring under a slight delusion. I asked ye here to give ye more work, but it seems ye dinnae like the idea.”

      

      He pushed his chair back and tilted it onto its hind legs, placing his hands leisurely behind his head and looking at Emer with raised eyebrows.

      

      Never in her life had Emer been more flustered. She blushed, looked down at the floor, and then back up at Caillen.

      

      “Forgive me, me Laird, I thought ye called me here to let me go. Ye heard all those things I said about ye in the kitchen, so I naturally thought ye questioned me loyalty to ye.”

      

      Caillen smiled, “That’s where ye’re wrong-what is yer name for goodness’ sake, lass?” and after Emer had told him her name, he continued, “Emer, aye, right. I want ye here for meself,” seeing Emer’s eyes widen, Caillen rushed to clarify his wishes, “What I mean is, I want only ye to look after things in the library from now on: cleaning, meals, and scraping out the fireplace. And me own bedchamber too, now that I come to think of it!”

      

      “But what about me work in the kitchen?” Emer was already working from dawn to dusk and did not like the idea of adding to her workload, “Cannae someone else do it?”

      

      “Ye hit the nail on the head, lass when ye asked if I question yer loyalties. I do nae such a thing. That’s why I want ye...to work around me. I’ll let them ken down in the kitchen; they must give ye time for it, dinnae fash,” Caillen rocked back and forth on his tilted chair and looked at Emer out of half-closed eyes. There was something about this girl that inspired trust in him. Maybe it was her bravery in telling him her thoughts without fearing the consequences. Maybe it was the way her eyes sparkled with passion when she stood her ground. Caillen found her fascinating over and beyond the fact she was above suspicion.

      

      “There’s been some complications regarding secrets and lies at the Maclachlan keep lately,” Caillen told Emer, and he immediately felt better for having shared his doubts and fears with someone who could not be involved,  “It began afore yer time, so I ken ye’re the only one who cannae have had anything to do with it. By the way, I’m sorry for yer recent loss. Let me ken if there’s anything I can do to help ye. I’ll add another two pounds to yer wages for the help ye’re giving me.”

      

      To have her fortune change so suddenly took the words right out of Emer’s mouth. She stood there on the library’s thick carpet and stared at Caillen as though she expected him to change his mind.

      

      Caillen was charmed by Emer’s large brown eyes gazing at him in disbelief. Her pretty rosebud mouth had dropped into a perfect “oh” shape, and when she finally reacted to his order by bobbing a curtsey, it set the soft curls clustered around her head a-bouncing.

      

      “I thank ye most kindly for this..., yer forgiveness, me Laird. I promise to nae let ye down,” Emer stuttered, dying to go back downstairs and tell Davinia the good news.

      

      Caillen held up his hand to stop her from leaving, “Be a good lass and keep yer eyes and ears peeled for anyone asking questions about the Maclachlan doings. And when ye’re in here, and I’m nae, dinnae allow anyone access, if the guards have left their post.”

      

      “Aye, me Laird, of course I will.”

      

      And on those words, Emer gave one last curtsey and left, leaving Caillen with the impression that he had found the perfect ally.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      The guard knew to let Emer into the library when she arrived at the door with a bowl of steaming porridge on a tray in her hands the following morning.

      

      “He’s been in there since before cock’s crow,” was all he said as he lifted his halberd and let Emer through.

      

      Emer had her head bent and the tiniest tip of her tongue sticking out one side of her mouth as she concentrated on bringing Caillen his meal without spilling or dropping it.

      

      “Thank ye, put it down on the desk,” he said without looking up.

      

      She tried to do it as silently as she could, but she did not notice the quill sticking up in the way of the tray. The corner of the tray caught the end of the feather and sent the quill flipping out of the inkpot and onto the desk, where it lay with a rapidly spreading puddle of black ink leaking from the nib.

      

      “Whoops,” was all Emer could think to say. It was a word her family and friends had become used to hearing over the years.

      

      Caillen put down the parchment he was reading and looked down at the inkblot.

      

      “I forgot to pull the drapes back when the sun rose, Emer. What ye be a dear an’ do that for me? It’s as dark as a coal mine in here.”

      

      She hurried to do his bidding. Light flooded into the room, and Emer could not help but stand in front of the large bay window, staring out at the beautiful Highland morn with pleasure.

      

      “It’s glorious, is nae it?” A deep voice said behind her. Emer gave a little jump when she turned and saw Caillen standing so close behind her.

      

      “Um...aye, it is. Can I get ye anything else from the kitchens this morning, me Laird? There’s bannocks and freshly baked bread and ale...” Emer felt strange with a man so close to her. It reminded her of that never to be forgotten feast night when the dark stranger had held her so tightly. She almost closed her eyes, better to remember the musky smell of lavender again.

      

      Caillen gave one last look outside at the heather-covered hills and then turned back to his desk, “Some ale would be nice, Emer. I’m comin’ by the kitchens later-I need to ask the staff some questions, but I’ll nae see ye there.”

      

      Emer raised her eyebrows at this statement.

      

      Why would I nae be in the kitchens when Caillen comes down? Does he have some other task for me?

      

      As if reading her mind, he said, “I want ye to join Mistress Burrough’s staff-and work upstairs with me from now on. She has me orders and will tell ye what to do. Go to her parlor after ye’ve fetched the ale, lass.”

      

      Emer was becoming more used to Caillen’s abrupt commands and conversations the more time she spent with him. She knew by now he was a man born to bark out orders and would not take kindly to them being disobeyed. But at the same time, he had a wicked sense of humor and could see the funny side in the most awkward encounters, such as the jape he’d played on her the night of the feast. Working for him was going to be interesting.

      

      She returned to the kitchen in a bit of a dream. She poured the mug of ale from the large jug on the workbench, specially kept there for when the kitchen heated up during the preparation of dinner and then went to find Davinia.

      

      “It’s official. I’m to report to Mistress Burroughs for work this morning-only doing his Lairdship’s rooms,” Emer whispered to her sister and then waited for her to finish what she was doing so they could go and tell Cook together.

      

      Davinia did not begrudge her sister her good fortune. Both girls kept foremost in their minds the horrific circumstances that had led to Emer coming lately to work at the castle in the first place. The two girls needed all the luck that came their way if they wanted to build a new home for themselves here in the castle.

      

      After hearing Caillen’s order for Emer to work upstairs, Cook tried to take the news well.

      

      “I’ll miss yer help around here, Emer, that’s for sure, but I dinnae begrudge ye yer new position, and I had the good foresight to write all yer cooking suggestions in me receipt book. I always said ye deserved to be upstairs-what with the fine education yer mither gave both ye girls.”

      

      “Thank ye, Mistress Drummond. Ye will still be seein’ me at every chance I have. I want to come and help Davi with her tasks.”

      

      Cook shooed her away and told the spit roast boy to go with her to make sure she did not get lost, finding the upstairs staff room after delivering his Lairdship’s ale.

      

      Mistress Burroughs, a formidable lady who ruled the castle keep household with an iron fist since Lady Maclachlan had passed away in childbirth many years before, gave Emer a most gracious welcome to her new post.

      

      “The Laird says ye are to wear the finest cambric undergarments, open-fronted bodice with a dark open round gown, and contrasting petticoats, an outfit such as I wear meself. Ye can pin a small lace cap at the top o’ yer hair and cover yer neckline with a linen or lace kerchief or fichu.”

      

      Emer knew the clothing she was being handed by the housekeeper well; they were the same kind of robes she had worn indoors when she had lived at the farm. She suppressed a small pang of sorrow, thanked Mistress Burroughs, and went to her bedchamber to change.

      

      The reflection in the looking glass now showed her a young lady, ready for light housework and optimistic about her future.

      

      I might have time to tie me hair up in ringlet rags tonight. That will look perfect with me new lace cap. Maybe the lavender-scented man will see me in me fine new clothes and come back.

      

      Emer gave herself a shake when she found her mind wandering to her first kiss and went to clean out his Lairdship’s fireplace.
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        * * *

      

      Confident his new helper would have things well in hand cleaning his bedchamber and library, Caillen went to see how his father was doing and then proceeded to interrogate each and every worker at the castle. He methodically wrote their names down in his logbook, asked them how well they could read and write, and then put crosses next to the names of all the staff who could do neither. It would not release them from suspicion entirely, someone who was illiterate could still eavesdrop and carry messages, but it would narrow the pool of suspects who could have gone into the library.

      

      Next up was a meeting with the carpenters.

      

      “Thank ye for coming so swiftly, Reeves,” Caillen said to the master carpenter and his apprentices, “I want ye to check the library room from floor to ceiling-looking for priest’s holes, hidden chambers, and secret passages. Ye have me permission to rip out any of the wainscoting ye like!”

      

      The carpenter’s eyes widened at this order.

      

      “Are...are ye sure, Laird Maclachlan? It will make a sorry mess in there, and the castle wing housing the library is particularly auld and venerable.”

      

      “Those are the very reasons I need to check for entrances. I wouldnae doubt one o’ the auld Lairds created a strategic exit somewhere,” Caillen said seriously, “and after ye’ve done that, build a room within a room-it does nae have to be fancy- just a small chamber I ken is only accessible to me.”

      

      The carpenter nodded, and the men got to work.

      

      Caillen looked at his logbook and saw the only name left to be interviewed was Emer Wylie. He smiled to himself and went looking for her.

      

      After quite a bit of searching and enquiries, Caillen found Emer down in the stables, feeding a palfrey pony an apple.

      

      He watched her in silence for a while. She was petting the pony’s velvety nose and whispering words of love and encouragement into its ear.

      

      “I’ll take ye for a ride one o’ these days, Bessie. Mistress Burrough’s gives us one afternoon off a week. Would ye like to go down to the village?”

      

      The pony and young woman made a pretty picture together. Emer shining chestnut ringlets flowed down her back like molten molasses, the curls reached all the way to her small waist, now more obvious with her tightened bodice. A demure kerchief fichu was tied around her neckline, but the outline of her full breasts could be seen underneath it. After all the drama surrounding him in the castle, Caillen felt he could stand and watch his new maid all day.

      

      He had to break the spell in case she thought he was spying on her. There was quite enough of that going on in the keep without him adding to it!

      

      Caillen cleared his throat.

      

      Emer spun around, her beautiful brown eyes wide with shock at being caught down in the stables, but when she saw it was him, she relaxed and gave him a gorgeous wide smile,

      

      “Och, ‘tis ye, me Laird. I thought it might be someone from upstairs coming to chide me for spending me dinnertime down here.”

      

      “Is it dinnertime?” Caillen remarked, “Then why are ye nae up there eating? Or have ye done so already?”

      

      Emer shook her head, which sent her ringlets spiraling around her waist, “Nay, sir, I’ve nae eaten,” she looked down in confusion, not wanting to sound ungrateful, “it’s only that the staff upstairs are all new to me, and I...I feel a bit shy to sit there at the table.”

      

      Caillen came closer and began patting the pony’s neck, “Do ye miss yer auld friends at the kitchen? Ye can go eat there if ye prefer it Emer. I can send a message to Mistress Burroughs for her to allow it,” he said over his shoulder to Emer behind him.

      

      He could not see the relief that flooded her face but could hear it in her voice, “Thank ye most kindly, me Laird! I would prefer to dine with me sister.”

      

      He gave the palfrey one final pat and then asked Emer if she would like to go and find some food within the castle. “We have to partake of dinner, so why nae do it together, seein’ as we are both in sore need of food? I want to find out more about how ye came to the keep, if I may?”

      

      Emer nodded and curtsied, and they both walked together to the morning room, the library being full of carpenters.

      

      They found a loaf of bread in the basket, a fresh pat of butter, and some fruit in a bowl in the room.

      

      “This will suit us just fine, lass,” Caillen said, sat down, and began to spread honey he had found on the tea tray onto the bannock.

      

      Emer had never eaten grapes before and looked at Caillen with a question on her face after picking them up. He laughed and gestured for her to take them and put them on her plate.

      

      “I ordered them up from one o’ the southern markets. Was yer farm too high in the mountains for ye to grow them there?” he said between mouthfuls.

      

      Emer nodded. Her mouth was full of the juicy fruit, and she was enjoying it when they burst open every time she bit on them.

      

      “Tell me more about yer farm,” Caillen asked after they had finished their dinner, “what was the village ye come from again?”

      

      Emer looked downcast but realized she could not put off the subject of the farm fire forever, “Our farmhouse was by Nethy, a village halfway up the foothills of the Cairngorms. ‘Twas indeed too cold in winters for only but the hardiest of fruit trees.”

      

      “Where did ye grow yer crops?” Caillen wanted to know everything about mountain life. The Highlands were a rough land, with many different environments within it.

      

      “Me Mither and Faither lived in the village itself, but our fields were further down the mountainside-where they would be protected from the winds and floods.”

      

      “I’m guessing yer water well was nae full enough to douse the fire, what with yer fields and crops taking the lion’s share of all the water,” Caillen stated in a practical manner.

      

      Emer screwed up her eyes tightly to stop the tears that wanted to pour down her cheeks, “Ye speak the truth, of that I’m sure, me Laird, but that does nae take away the fact that me sister and I are orphans, with nae dowry or portion for our marriages, nor faither to give away the bride or mither to sew us a bridal gown!”

      

      Caillen instantly felt regret at not approaching the subject with more delicacy. He reached over the table and took Emer’s hand, holding it gently.

      

      “Forgive me, lass, the many years at sea have taken away me courtly manners, such little as I had before. Were there nae men left in the village to harvest the crops? Are the fields left to ruin now?”

      

      Emer could hold the tears back no longer, but she managed to nod.

      

      The Laird and maid sat in the quiet morning room together. Caillen did not remove his hand, and nor did Emer withdraw her hand from underneath his. She allowed the tears to fall down her cheeks, and Caillen patted her small hand until she had dried her eyes with the corner of the kerchief fichu wrapped around her shoulders.

      

      Suddenly aware of the inappropriate nature of the scenario, Emer jumped up from the table, hastily tucking her kerchief into her skirt pocket, “Losh! Mistress Burroughs will be wondering where I have been for the last hour. ‘Twill be cheeky of me to make her wait. Th-thank ye for yer kindness, me Laird, but I must fly.”

      

      Understair servants’ skirts were shorter than those the upstairs maids wore. Too busy tucking her kerchief away, Emer did not see a rise in the carpet hidden by her full skirt. Her foot caught the edge of it, and she fell.

      

      Before she even had time to hold her hands out in front of her to break the fall, Caillen had caught her in his arms. She was able to stand up straight again and turned to thank him once more.

      

      Their faces were inches apart, and when Emer opened her mouth to speak her gratefulness, the words seemed to die away before she could say them. Caillen had his arms wrapped around her waist, and he seemed in no hurry to let her go. Strange to say, but Emer did not seem to mind their sudden proximity at all. Maybe the night of the feast, kissing that stranger so passionately had changed her more than she thought. She had to admit the feeling of Caillen’s hands holding her waist so tightly was more than reassuring-, possibly even enjoyable.

      

      Even if Emer wanted to struggle and break free or attempt to push Caillen a bit further away, she would have found it difficult.

      

      Caillen felt as though this maiden belonged in his arms from the minute he had caught her. When she straightened up and drew herself closer to him, a wave of attraction and memory hit him like a bolt of lightning. Emer had removed the kerchief tied so demurely around her shoulders to wipe her eyes. It had left the top of her breasts, shoulders, and neck temptingly exposed. Caillen had to fight back an overwhelming instinct; he suddenly had to press hot kisses of desire on her skin. The delicate perfume her skin exuded was redolent of the rampant craving he had felt on the night of the feast when he had held that enchanting mystery woman in his arms for a few heavenly minutes.

      

      Caillen knew right then that Emer was the lass he had kissed in the upstairs bedchamber.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      So close together in this moment and yet miles apart in rank and station. How strange life can be.

      

      Emer quickly realized how inappropriate anyone would think it was, finding the two of them in such a position if they happened to come into the room right now. As warm and comforting, she found it to be in Caillen’s arms, she rushed to disentangle herself and leave.

      

      “Forgive me clumsiness, Cai-I mean-me Laird,” she stuttered, hugely embarrassed for her fall and her slip up in nearly calling him by his name, “I will see ye anon...I mean, I must go an’ tidy yer bedchamber.”

      

      The hotter and more flushed Emer became, the stronger the beautiful scent of her skin filled the room. As he sat back down, it was all Caillen could do not to drag her onto his lap and run his hands over her slender body, inhaling the thick, dark ringlets of her hair and begging her to not leave-to stay with him a while until he had satisfied every one of his senses with her next to him.

      

      Taking Caillen’s silence for any number of negative emotions, Emer curtsied herself out of the room and ran to his bedchamber to do what she said she would do when she was held captive in his arms. She found a middle-aged man in the bedchamber and stopped at the doorway in surprise.

      

      “Beggin’ yer pardon. I dinnae ken ye were here, Mister...,”

      

      The man grinned, “Och, lass, dinnae worry yer sweet head about disturbing me. Me name’s plain ‘Gilby,’ so we’ll have none o’ this ‘Mister’ nonsense between ourselves, shall we? I’m his Lairdship’s valet, manservant, general factotum. Call the position I hold whatever ye will,” the man walked to the door, stepped behind her, and preceded to leave, saying,

      

      “I ken I can leave the room safe in yer hands, lass. I’m sure Master Caillen will have told ye nae to allow anyone else inside. I’ll be gone an hour. Seems like Cai forgot to tell someone to bring up me dinner! It’s nae like him to be distracted, but he’s under a lot o’ pressure to find out who’s behind all this spyin’.”

      

      Emer set to work, dusting and polishing the wainscoting, shaking out the feather pillows, and turning over the bolster to keep it plump and even. It was as though her body was functioning unconsciously while her mind was busy turning cartwheels over what had happened between her and the Laird in the morning room at dinner time.

      

      I have nae idea as to why his Lairdship is determined to show me such kindness and understanding, especially after the mean things I said in the kitchen. I have worked out that he was simply pretending to be a pompous popinjay on the night of the feast when he heard me say those words, but how he behaves now is beyond me comprehension...

      

      Emer was honest enough to know she did not have the experience to gauge the subtle changes happening between Caillen and herself. As she beat the curtains to rid them of dust and went to the window to empty Caillen’s washstand water, a dawning understanding came to her.

      

      I dinnae struggle when I was in his arms because I swear it felt as though it had happened before. Those strong hands, the feel of his chest pressed against me breasts, even the honeyed heat of his breath on me cheeks; it reminds me of that night.

      

      Emer stood in the middle of Caillen’s bedchamber, holding a pillow close in her arms, and said out loud to the empty room,

      

      “Well, ‘tis nae possible! Nay Laird prowls the bedchambers of guests and waits in the dark to pounce on maidens all unawares! Just the thought of him doing it is laughable! And besides, he never wears lavender. In fact, on the night of the feast when he came to the kitchen, all I could smell on him was the stench of wine and rich foods.”

      

      Amidst the jumble of theories in her head, Emer kept the words her mother had said to Davinia before she left to work at the keep: “Nae matter how handsome the man or impressive his title-remember this daughter; never lie with a man until ye are betrothed or married. If ye bear a bairn out o’ wedlock, it brings shame to ye and shame to our family!”

      

      Emer looked down at Caillen’s bed and imagined lying on it with him, and then shook her head firmly in denial.

      

      “He can be as nice as he pleases, but I think I’ll stay lookin’ for the lavender man. He was me first kiss when all is said and done, and I have a feeling that if he were to lay with me anywhere, it would be the best thing to happen to me, with or without wedlock!”

      

      Satisfied that she had told any eavesdropping house-elves exactly what she felt, Emer went back to cleaning the bedchamber with renewed gusto.
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        * * *

      

      When Emer left Caillen in the morning room, he sat slumped in the chair by the table for a long time. His thoughts were every bit as chaotic as his new maid’s if only he were able to know it.

      

      In his mind, Caillen had always been logical and objective. These traits had been a big help to him during his voyages. When he was trading in foreign markets and making deals with merchants, knowing the true value of something and one with no resale merit whatsoever, no matter how sparkly it looked or heavy it felt, was what had made him quite a fortune. None of these talents were of any use when it came to affairs of the heart, however.

      

      The moment I inhaled her intoxicating scent, I ken she were the woman from the bedchamber! But I must think rationally about this before throwing all caution to the wind.

      

      Caillen weighed up all the reasons why Emer might not be the same woman.

      

      Emer might have gone into the mystery lady’s bedchamber that day and stolen a perfume she found there.

      

      Impossible! Nae a  visitor had such a distinguished scent-I met with every one o’ them. I kissed every female guest’s hand.

      

      She might have been cleaning the distillery and found some exotic spice or herb-maybe soaked her clothing in it.

      

      Nae, Mistress Burroughs keeps that room under lock and key.

      

      And none of Caillen’s theories could make any sense of why Emer would be upstairs in the first place, especially when Mistress Drummond would have been keeping all the kitchen maids so busy for the feast.

      

      Giving himself a shake to clear his head of all this ceaseless conjecture, Caillen left the morning room and proceeded with his enquiries. His questioning was thorough and meticulous; it helped keep his mind from wandering back to the night of the feast. It gave him hope he would be able to sleep that night without having the image of Emer appearing in his mind all the time.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Over the next few days, both Emer and Caillen were too busy to think beyond their demanding schedules.

      

      For Caillen, delivering his own messages to neighboring clan chieftains and waiting for their replies could sometimes take more than a day and a night. But it was a fruitful undertaking; he learned how busy the emissaries from the Sutherlands had been and what deals they had put on the table. With every visit, Caillen was able to placate truculent Highland chieftains with sweeter contracts and extend the hand of friendship and alliance further than it had been in his father’s time.

      

      The story everywhere stayed the same. The Sutherlands knew what fees and dues the chieftains were paying the Maclachlan keep in exchange for safe passage for their goods through the mountain passes and training and housing their men in preparation for battle. And it was not even a vague guess at the amounts either. They knew how much the clans were paying the castle keep, down to the last penny. Additionally, the chieftains had been assured by the Sutherland clan they would experience no backlash for changing their loyalties.

      

      Caillen had to admit to himself as he rode across his lands and over to his neighbors’-for years, his father had been steadily increasing tariffs across the board, with no very good idea about what the clans could afford or offering them something extra in return. It would take him hours of sitting around great hall tables drinking mead and charming recalcitrant clan leaders before they were willing to renegotiate terms.

      

      After a few weeks, slowly but surely, Caillen began to win back the trust of the old Maclachlan allies and turn them to his side. His stern but friendly request after every meeting was this: “Send someone to tell me if ye need assistance or have a problem. Dinnae commit anything to paper nor tell anyone about what it is ye wish to say. If the Sutherlands want to take over our beloved side of the Highland mountains, they must never ken our hidden strengths or suspect our strategies.”

      

      Each time Caillen rode home after a particularly grueling negotiation, he would find himself perking up at the thought of seeing Emer when he returned. If she was not in the upstairs maids’ parlor darning some of his clothes or ironing one of his cambric shirts, he would ramble aimlessly around the dark passages of the castle in the hope of seeing the outline of her slim figure when he opened the door to some room devoted to the upkeep of the Laird’s comfort.

      

      If there came an evening when he could not locate her, and knowing it was too late for him to make an excuse to call her to his room, he would sit slumped in the armchair in his bed chamber and bemoan the mystery of the stolen kiss to Gilby.

      

      “I cannae stop thinkin’ about that kiss, Gilby, I found it so exciting and captivating, all at the same time,” he complained aloud that evening.

      

      Gilby, busy stacking his master’s shirts back in the closet, came out to hear the last part of what Caillen was saying, “I never would’ve guessed a ride to the Lewis clan or having a meetin’ with their chieftain could be so interestin’, me Laird,” he said with a puzzled frown.

      

      Caillen gave a shout of laughter, “Nay, ye misheard me, Gilby, it wasnae the Lewis meeting I was speaking about...”

      

      Then he realized how silly it would be to sit reminiscing about a stolen kiss with a lass he had no proof was even the woman in question, especially with his old sea voyage companion.

      

      Caillen stood up and went to the washstand to ready himself for bed, saying, “ ‘Twas something else entirely...Pay nae attention to me, Gil.”

      

      Gilby gave him a wry smile, picked up Caillen’s discarded clothes, and left the room, closing the door quietly behind him.

      

      When he heard the door click shut, Caillen splashed his face with water and threw himself onto the bed.

      

      He stared up at the red velvet canopy above him and then across to the bedposts on either side. The richly polished and oiled mahogany posts reminded him of something.

      

      ‘Tis the color of Emer’s hair when I saw her standing in the stables.

      

      He remembered the sweet words of comfort she had been speaking to the pony and smiled. Whether she was the girl he had kissed on the night of the feast or not, he felt better knowing it was her little hands that made his bed now.
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      “Chieftain Lochart here to see ye, me Laird,” the footman announced, sticking his head through a crack in the open door of the library, in between the crossed halberds of the guards outside.

      

      “Well, dinnae keep him kicking up his heels in the great hall, Dewar, invite him upstairs!” Caillen said irritably. He was up to his eyes in correspondence and was fast coming to realize how difficult it must have been for his father to be both an administrator and a man of action.

      

      The footman’s head disappeared in a flash, and not five minutes later, Angus Lochart was walking in the door.

      

      “Well met, Angus,” Caillen walked around his desk and went to greet the chieftain in true Highland fashion: a hearty grip of each other’s forearms and then a hard pat on the back, “what brings ye to the keep?”

      

      The chieftain waited for Caillen to finish pouring him a goblet of wine from the flagon conveniently placed on the bureau next to the new strong room, drank it down in one gulp, and then answered.

      

      “An envoy came to me from the Sutherlands, lad, but this time he wasnae so well informed.”

      

      He held the goblet out for a refill, waited for his drink to be refreshed, and then continued, “Before, the Sutherlands had knowledge of me arrangement with yer faither, down to the last farthing. They knew tariffs, fees, and annual payments. When the envoy came a-visiting this time, it was more like he was feeling his way in the dark. Questions like, ‘what made ye go back to ye auld agreement?’ and ‘whatever he offered ye, I’m sure we can go one better,’-but I find the most significant part of all the chitchat was this: nae more promises about being able to offer me protection if I made a bargain with them and it ended up angering the Maclachlan's.”

      

      “Then it was hardly worth their time in visiting ye,” Caillen said after contemplating what Angus had just told him for a few moments, “wasnae the whole point of their previous negotiations basically sayin’ – ‘we can do what we like and so can ye ‘cause there will be nae reprisals,’?”

      

      “Aye,” Angus said grimly, “and that means the next stage-if there is one-will be threats...”

      

      Caillen nodded, “Ye might be right in yer guess there. But from what I can gauge, I think the Sutherlands prefer underhand dealings to straightforward confrontations, at least, so far as it goes when it comes to getting their own way and expanding their influence too subtly for anyone to notice. And this might be a clue as to who is leaking them the information from inside the keep.”

      

      Angus emptied his goblet again and stood up from the armchair, saying gruffly, “Ye might be right, Cai, but me own bet is that it’s someone in yer stables or on yer staff inside the castle-someone who can watch when ye leave and when ye return, and then goes running to the Sutherlands to tell them ye’ve been out mending yer fences, so to speak.”

      

      “Maybe ye’re right...,” Caillen said slowly, the mechanics of his mind turning to look at the possibilities from every angle.

      

      “Ye should be proud ye’ve managed to stem the flow of accurate information,” Angus congratulated Caillen, “this might have had something to do with it,” and here the chieftain banged the side of the new strong room, “but the sneak is still able to watch yer comings an’ goings, but I’ll leave ye to be the judge of whether that could bring ye danger or nae.”

      

      And with that, Angus threw his great kilt over his shoulder again, gave a nod of his head to the thoughtful Caillen, and said he would see himself out.

      

      Caillen had no other choice but to tramp around the castle once more, interviewing and interrogating every single person, from the small boy who fanned the flies away from the milk pails when the milkmaids were filling them to the gardener’s apprentice.

      

      Caillen never knew he had so many staff working for him. He met with what seemed like dozens of small, frightened children, scared witless to speak with the Laird when he asked them if they had been near the stables on the days he rode out. Their mother or father would be standing by anxiously, wringing their hands, earnestly telling him the child was too busy helping out to have the time to watch who came or went.

      

      He realized he must be more methodical in his approach. He went to Steward Banting’s chambers, not bothering to knock before banging open the door.

      

      Caught all unawares, Mister Banting had a serving maid on his lap and was merrily chucking her under her chin. Caillen did not know who was more shocked and embarrassed by his sudden entrance, the blushing maid, or his steward. The girl hurried out, squeezing past him as she scuttled through the door. Mister Banting himself felt there was an explanation necessary.

      

      “Me Laird, beggin’ yer pardon, it being nuncheon and Clary being so kind as to bring me a meal, and all.”

      

      Caillen held up his hand to stem the flow of apologetic words, “Nae need, Banting, only be sure to keep yer wooing to girls of marriageable age and amiable disposition. Believe me, ye’ll thank me when ye have nae irate husbands or faithers shaking their pitchforks at ye.”

      

      Banting, still shaking like an aspic jelly from Caillen’s sudden entry, nodded and then got up from his chair to bow, “How may I help ye Lairdship this day?”

      

      “Aye, I need ye to jaunt all over the keep, nae neglecting the gardens, and find out every single individual who has access. If they are parents, take note of their bairns. If the children are old enough to talk, write down their names and ages and whether they work here. It does nae matter if they pick up leaves in the garden or hold the horses for the grooms at feeding time, every soul of every age and occupation must be recorded.”

      

      Banting, keen to show he was grateful for Caillen’s lenient attitude to his wenching, scribbled these new orders down on parchment with all the efficiency he could muster, “Is that all, me Laird?” he enquired, looking up.

      

      Caillen said, “Aye, for now at least,” and left Banting to mop his sweating brow.

      

      Next, Caillen went to the guards’ house. The captain was not there, so he went looking for him at the training grounds. The men were busy at bow practice, and Caillen stopped to enjoy watching the skilled sport for a while. He had always been a swordsman at heart but was tempted to stop and try his hand at the targets. Then he realized that he did not have the time.

      

      Sighing, he motioned for the captain to come to him.

      

      “Take a break, lads,” the man said to his soldiers and marched to where Caillen was standing to one side, “Aye, sire, how can I help?”

      

      The two men began to walk around the courtyard together as they spoke.

      

      “I have tightened the noose, Buidheach, although some danger still exists,” Caillen began and knew the man would understand to what he was referring, “now, there can be nae one leaving or entering the castle gates at the outer perimeter walls without me permission. Nae one.”

      

      “But me Laird,” Buidheach interjected, “Tis an impossibility! This is a castle keep. After all-folks must come an’ go!”

      

      “Aye, but nae without ye and yer men making a record of it. The day they come or leave, and what o'clock it is. They also have to state their mission, even if they say they are a messenger come from the King himself, ye must insist.”

      

      Buidheach thought about these new orders for a moment and then commented, “Many of yer villagers and townsfolk will be egregiously insulted, me Laird, having been loyal to ye for so long...”

      

      “Tis a risk I’m prepared to take,” Caillen replied.

      

      “It’s when a man is insulted that he might take it into his head to go to the Sutherlands for the respect he needs, me Laird.”

      

      Caillen considered this for a moment, “Well said, Buidheach. That’s why ye’re the captain. I tell ye what-if anyone raises a fuss, call me to the gates, and I will pour oil over the churning waters. How does that sound? And remind me to get the men some muskets to practice with.”

      

      His captain saluted and then, before marching away, thought of another thing he wanted to say.

      

      “Me Laird, if ye are on the lookout for suspicious behavior, ye might want to take a peek at that new maid o’ yers. Emer is her name if I recall correctly.”

      

      Caillen’s heart lurched in the most unpredictable way when he heard his captain mention that name. He tried to quiet the small voice inside him that pleaded: Nay! Nae Emer, please dinnae let it be Emer!

      

      “Go on,” he managed to say in as steady a voice as he could hope to have.

      

      “Well, sir, the guards tell me she’s been going round to all the staff, the men on the staff, I should add, and questioning them about their whereabouts on the night of the feast,”

      

      Caillen said, “And..., what else?”

      

      “She asks them if they were in a specific bedchamber in the east wing turret on that night. She said there were nae male guests staying in that room, at least none she kens, and she prods the men’s memories by saying there’s a writing desk in the room next door to it.”

      

      Caillen felt as though a bucket of hot water had been poured over him and hoped the captain did not notice his face becoming warmer.

      

      Could this be the proof I need to be sure Emer is the girl I kissed? Is she as determined to find the person she kissed in the dark as I am?

      

      “Me Laird?”

      

      Caillen realized his mind had wandered, “Och, aye, carry on,” he said.

      

      “Now, me men are nae the type to leave a pretty girl alone when she’s asking the sort of questions that make it sound as though she’s on the search for a beau if ye take me meaning. But she wouldnae divulge one word about why she wanted to find the man who had been up in the room. I thought to take it upon meself to ask cook if she kens what it was about, but all she had to say was that she sent the girl up to the east wing on the night of the feast to get some twine from a writing desk drawer.”

      

      Caillen said nothing.

      

      “Could it be she met with someone who asked her to spy for them? Maybe forgotten his name and now wants to find him?” the captain sounded anxious and was not sure why Laird Maclachlan was not taking this more seriously.

      

      “Nay, I dinnae think we should worry about that, thank ye, Buidheach,” Caillen said, a distracted look on his face. He prepared to leave.

      

      “One more thing, yer Lairdship,” Buidheach shouted out to Caillen before he walked out of earshot.

      

      He turned and motioned with his hand to show the captain he was listening.

      

      “She asked every last man if he wore lavender perfume. She even went so far as to sniff the great plaids they’d draped on their chairs! Could it be a woman we should be looking for as the spy?”

      

      Caillen beat a hasty retreat back to the castle before his embarrassment became too obvious to the captain, shouting over his shoulder, “Nay, I dinnae think we should concern ourselves too closely with that. Seem like innocent questions to me!”
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      It seemed to Emer the only time she got to speak with her sister now was when they were getting ready for bed. It was something they still did at the same time because once Emer had finished with her duties for Caillen, she would go back to the kitchen and assist Davinia with all her chores there until they were finished. Even though Mistress Burroughs found it very strange a maid would look for more work after completing her own, she obeyed his Lairdship’s orders and allowed Emer to do whatever she pleased.

      

      This evening, Davinia seemed chattier than usual, “Thank ye for peeling those blessed turnips for me, Em,” she said as the two girls waited their turns at the washstand. It was Emer’s turn to go first.

      

      Her eyes full of suds, Emer said, “I’m happy to help out where I can, Davi,” and then splashed her face with water and felt for the washcloth her sister was holding out for her to dry her skin.

      

      Davinia took her place at the basin, and then it was Emer’s turn to ask her sister a few questions that had been bothering her, “Why d’ye nae use me soap and salves, Davi? Ye used to love sharing them back at home...,”

      

      Davinia, scrubbed behind her neck with her fingers, said, “I ken! I loved yer scents and still do. The problem is when I use yer latest creations, me skin breaks out in the most tiresome lumps. I have nae idea why. They go away the minute I stop using the soap on me skin.”

      

      Emer patted her sister’s shoulder, “It does indeed happen that way sometimes. What makes one woman adore a particular odor and include in all her pomanders will make another one sneeze most wretchedly. When I next have time, I will go to the woods and fields and choose ye another fragrance. This time I promise it will soothe yer skin.”

      

      Davinia patted her face with her washcloth, “I doubt if ye’ll ever have time to do it. Between the kitchen and yer fancy Laird’s demands, ye keep yerself pretty busy!”

      

      Emer laughed. “Speaking of that, Davi, when ye asked me to make those pies for ye the other day-ye disappeared for quite a while. I was wondering to where ye went?”

      

      Davinia blushed and went to hang her washcloth over the back of one of the chairs. She seemed to be weighing up what she should tell her sister, or even if she should say anything at all.

      

      “Um..., Em, the thing is, I have the same kind of arrangement as ye do with the Laird..., only...,”

      

      Emer felt her heart sink. Was Davinia about to tell her she had become some man’s wench? She had to set her sister straight!

      

      “I’ll have ye ken, Davi, that me ‘arrangement’ with his Lairdship is a completely natural one. I clean and sew and remove the plates from his table! Whatever did ye think?”

      

      Davinia chuckled, “Dinnae fly into the boughs! I meant the same thing ye do. I clean someone’s bedchamber for them because they dinnae want unfriendly eyes on their belongings.”

      

      Emer was intrigued, “For whom?”

      

      Davinia blushed rosily and replied in a soft voice, “For Gawain...”

      

      Emer did not react in the way her sister expected her to. She already had a fairly good idea about Davinia’s feelings for Gawain, and she knew her sister would jump at the chance to get closer to Laird Maclachlan’s brother in any way she could.

      

      All she said out loud was, “And when did this cozy wee arrangement start, Davi? Is that why I’ve seen ye wreathed in smiles lately? Are ye hoping cleaning Gawain’s bedchamber brings ye a bit closer to him?”

      

      The words were said kindly, and Davinia felt comforted enough to open her heart.

      

      “I ken it’s a hopeless wish, Em, but he’s so handsome, and with such winning ways, I cannae help meself from havin’ feelings for Gawain.”

      

      “Ye must nae say such things, Davi,” Emer said sternly, “the Wylie’s family tree is quite an impressive one. Great grandfaither on our faither’s side was a laird of great renown, with an illustrious clan of his own. Every Highlander kens it can take only one or two generations of clan fighting for a once-great family to fall. It does nae mean their names mean any less than those names who rise to take their place.”

      

      Davinia sighed, “I hear ye, Em, but I doubt I’ll ever be given the opportunity to sit down with Gawain and tell him so. He seems happy just to pay me extra to clean his room and return the key to him afterward.”

      

      “For how long have ye been doing this?” Emer was curious as to why Gawain thought the spy would be interested in his bedchamber. Caillen had issued strict instructions for all clan business to be done through him.

      

      “He asked me when his brother returned,” Davinia said, plumping up her pillows and bolster, readying them for sleep, “he said with all this spying and eavesdropping going on, he wanted his possessions and correspondence to be just as safe as his brither’s. Besides,” and here Davinia gave a small smile, “I think he trusts me fully as much as Caillen trusts ye-and that can only be a good thing if it is as ye say..., I mean the part about the Wylies being as well-bred as the Maclachlan clan..., who kens where it could lead to.”

      

      Emer lay down on her bed and thought about what her sister had told her. It made no sense that Caillen would take such precautions to seal up his own rooms and allows the other important members of the household to leave theirs open. And yet, she had no doubt a need for secrecy was what had prompted Gawain to approach her sister and ask her for the same understanding as his brother had with her.

      

      Who knew where it could lead to?? Just as Davinia had said. Even if Gawain had no important documents in his bedchamber, it could only signify his trust and admiration of her sister when he chose her to do it.

      

      But then why did Gawain not request for Davina to be moved to the upstairs staff? It would make his special request for her to clean his locked room and then return the key to him less conspicuous. However, he was paying her extra for the work, so that was an encouraging sign in itself.

      

      Davinia’s tired voice said from underneath her coverlet, “Dinnae tell anyone I do Gawain’s rooms for him, please, Em. He said it might lead to folks doubting me virtue, and then he said that would ruin me chances for making a good match for meself. He tells Mistress Burroughs his manservant does it and then gives the man off on the days I clean, but his valet is so lazy I’m sure it would make nae difference if he was there or nae. But the way Gawain cares shows me he’s concerned about me good name, which is such a kind, considerate point for him to make.”

      

      “Hm,” Emer said, her thoughts beginning to jumble together as she drifted off to sleep.

      

      Then a thought jolted her awake. It was not an important thing to say, but Emer knew she would not be able to relax until she had an answer.

      

      “Davi, dearest, dinnae go to sleep yet. I want to ken...why do ye have feelings for Gawain? Is it because he gives ye a few shillings for doing this work for him, or something else?”

      

      There was silence from Davinia’s side of the chamber, but Emer knew her sister was thinking, not sleeping.

      

      Finally, she answered, “I’m three and twenty, Em. There are nae many options open for me around here if ye think about it. Mistress Drummond is very strict and will allow nae skuldudrie between her staff, and the same goes for Mistress Burroughs upstairs, in case ye’ve been wonderin’. But I nae want a groom or footman- and I certainly dinnae want Mister Banting or another one of the senior members of the household chucking me under the chin..., ugh! When I came to work here, I saw him..., Gawain, I mean, and he’s just so-”

      

      “Do ye think him handsome, Davi?” Emer was bemused. She could see nothing to admire in Gawain’s slender form, “He looks so neat and innocent, he could pass as a schoolboy truant!”

      

      Davinia was roused to defend her love’s appearance, “Just because he shaves and wears the finest clothes, does nae mean he’s nae fully a man underneath it all. He turns himself out so fine, I’m guessing, to make up for his brither’s lack of fashionable airs and graces. Caillen could pass for a devil-may-care ne’er do well, so there!”

      

      Emer could not help laughing at the two of them fighting over their masters’ perceived shortcomings.

      

      “I ken Caillen would fall over himself laughin’ if he could hear us now, Davi,” she said.

      

      Her sister saw the funny side of things and settled down for sleep. She found it harder to do than she thought.

      

      “I wish ye had nae brought up that subject with me, Em,” Davinia said sadly, “I have such an aching skull now, and all I can think about is the possibility of Gawain returning me affections because me blood’s as well-born as his own.”

      

      Emer sighed in the dark and said, “I beg yer pardon, dearest sister. Be of good cheer, though; maybe we can venture into the nearest town when the fair comes round. Bessie would be able to carry both of us. A fair will be just the place for us to meet two handsome swains.”

      

      The last thing Emer heard before she went to sleep was the sound of Davinia turning restlessly in the bed beside her.

      

      The dawn brought bad news with it.

      

      Emer rose when the light began to turn grey in their bedchamber and went to the washstand to check if she could use the same water from the previous night. It seemed to be clear and clean enough, so she plunged her hands into the water and splashed it over her face.

      

      “Time to rise, Davi,” she said in a cheerful tone. They were both used to rising early on the farm.

      

      There was no immediate reply, and Emer heard a slight groan coming from under her sister’s coverlet.

      

      “Davi?” she crept closer, but her sister’s hand flapped her away.

      

      “Dinnae come any closer,” Davinia croaked, “I have a sore throat, maybe a fever. Go to the distillery and mix me one o’ yer elixirs, Em. Tell Mistress Drummond I cannae work today.”

      

      “Oh, Davi, I’m so sorry for ye. I will fill in for ye downstairs as much as I can.”

      

      “Aye, thank ye,” the rasping voice under the covers replied, “Please do Gawain’s bedchamber for me too-I wouldnae want him to think I have forgotten him. He leaves the key for me under the cushion in his dressing room. Remember to give it back to him afterward.”

      

      Emer did all she could to make her sister more comfortable. She insisted on plumping her pillows and dabbing water on her face with a washcloth. But Davinia’s blonde hair was damp with sweat, and her green eyes were unfocused.

      

      Emer left to make her a soothing concoction and tidy Gawain’s bedchamber.
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      Today is going to be as full o’ work as I can hold! I hope I still have time to clean Gawain’s bedchamber as Davinia requested. If I fall behind in me duties, I can always skip dinner and go upstairs to clean instead.

      

      True to her prediction, Emer was kept on the run from the time she went down to the kitchens to inform Mistress Drummond. When the cook heard Davinia would not be downstairs to help that day, she threw her hands in the air with frustration.

      

      “How am I to run a busy castle kitchen when half me staff are still a-bed? Clary and the spit roast boy are also sick. These summer fevers are enough to drive me to distraction. I hope nae one else succumbs. And if that wasnae enough, I have his Lairdship’s workmen coming in all day to make for one of those new-fangled closed ovens.”

      

      “Never ye mind, Mistress Drummond,” Emer reassured her, “I will come to the kitchens whenever I can. Please can I have the key to the distillery? I need to make a healing drink for me sister.”

      

      Cook’s eyes brightened when she heard this, “Are ye telling me ye have some skill with herbs and roots?” and after Emer nodded, she beamed a smile, “Here’s the key to the distillery, Emer, and it comes with me blessing. Hie yerself there immediately and make enough for yer sister and the two others. ‘Twill be nice to have a healer in the keep again.”

      

      “I’m nae healer, Mistress Drummond,” Emer insisted, “me grandmither showed me how to make basic tinctures and elixirs-enough for our family to withstand the maladies that arrive with the summer heat.”

      

      “What are ye doin’ still standing here prattling away, girl? Away with ye this very moment! And remember to tell Mistress Burroughs yer whereabouts before she sends a page all over the castle looking for ye.”

      

      And with that, Cook bustled away to direct one of the scullery maids on how to prepare pastry.

      

      Emer did what she was told.  She finally arrived at the part of the castle where the distillery was housed after giving the upstairs housekeeper the news and visiting the herb garden for some fresh cuttings. Half of the distillery room was underground to keep it cool in the warmer months, but the upper half was above ground for natural lighting. The sun bathed the room as she turned the key in the lock and walked in, but the glassed windows were too high up for Emer to be able to look out.

      

      Cabinets full of dried herbs lined the walls. Strands of exotic root bunches hung from the ceiling and sconces. A beautiful copper distillery stood on a workbench in the middle of the room with a huge glass flask at the end of the apparatus, as though waiting for a concentrated essence to drop into it.

      

      Emer got to work once she had located all of her ingredients. She had brought a small pot of honey with her from the staff dining table to use as the base for her medicine. Into an iron pot went hyssop, comfrey, pennyroyal, and dried bark with a thin covering of spring water over the whole. While she waited for the brew to stew over a small fire, she lighted in the hearth. Emer pottered around the room, pulling open draws and holding crumbling blocks of concentrated spices to her nose, inhaling deeply. She was pleasantly surprised with some of the intense odors the bricks gave off and went to the tablet on the workbench to write down the names of the ones she liked the best.

      

      When her infusion was sufficiently reduced, she took the pot off the fire, checked the flagstones in front of the hearth were free of combustible material, and then left the concoction to steep while it cooled down to room temperature.

      

      Emer had time to run back up all the stairs and clean Caillen’s bedchamber, and maybe even Gawain’s too.

      

      She knew Laird Maclachlan’s rooms as well as she knew her own, if not better. He would only order the fires lighted on days when a dismal dreich swept in from the north. Yesterday had been fine, so she did not even bother glancing over at the hearth. In a trice, she had tidied his bed, dusted the surfaces until they shone, and brushed the corners and floors, emptying the debris from her dustpan into the fireplace.

      

      Emer trusted Gilby would have folded his Lairdship’s clothes away into the wardrobe and bureau drawers, but when she found Caillen’s traveling cloak thrown carelessly onto one of the armchairs by the fire, she checked it for tears and dampness before deciding to stow it inside an old chest pushed up against one side of the wall. When she opened it, a strong blast of lavender hit her full in the face. The chest looked as though it had been used to store ancient blankets and great plaids for the last fifty years.

      

      The lavender had done its work, and no moths flew out of the wooden space when she flung open the lid. Emer could not put the cloak in there, however; an amused smile came to her face as she imagined Caillen’s perplexity if he went out visiting the fierce chieftains who lived close to the castle, wafting the scent of lavender in their direction.

      

      She placed the cloak gently into another chest on the other side of the chamber and left the room with a nostalgic sigh.

      

      Am I never to find the man who kissed me the night of the feast? Unlike Davi, I care nae if he’s a footman or a groom. The way he made me heart feel at his touch was something I will hang onto for the rest of me life.

      

      Emer had heard stories about true love’s first kiss when she was a young girl. She had to believe those tales now and could not envision telling her husband on their wedding night she had lost her heart to a dark stranger in an even darker room and only after one kiss.

      

      She was a practical young woman, and after giving herself a stern shake, she trotted down the passages to where her sister had told her Gawain’s dressing room would be found.

      

      She located Gawain’s hidden bedchamber key after lifting up all the cushions on the elegant chaise longue that sat in one corner of the dressing room. It was pushed in deep between one side of the back support and the stuffing. Emer held back, giving a little huff of exasperation.

      

      The least Davi could have done was tell me he stuck it way at the back underneath.

      

      Then she remembered her poor sister sweating and tossing upstairs in their bedchamber and felt instantly contrite. The sickly young woman should rather be rewarded for having remembered about tidying up the room at all!

      

      She inserted the key in the lock quietly, very aware that this was not her domain or her duty. It stood to reason that the two newest staff recruits would be considered trustworthy if a spy was afoot, but Gawain must have been very quick off the mark to gauge Davinia free of all suspicion. Perhaps there was hope for her sister yet? Perhaps he did have feelings for her, and this was his little way of getting closer to her? Stranger things had happened when it came to love and attraction.

      

      The mess in the room was quite daunting at first, and Emer could not stop a thought crossing her mind: Davinia must really adore Gawain to tidy his bedchamber every day when it was this untidy, no matter how much he was paying her.

      

      She pressed on, emptying the ashes in the fireplace-Gawain obviously ordered one to be lit in his room no matter what the weather-sweeping the hearth, folding the many clothes strewn over the furniture, and checking the piles of chemises and jerkins for rips or dirt. Davinia could mend any tears Gawain’s clothes had in her bed when she was feeling better.

      

      There was a locked writing bureau in one corner, and as Emer oiled the beautiful mahogany wood on the top and sides of the desk, she heard a click. A hidden compartment within the desk had sprung open as though someone was hiding inside the bureau and had given the partition a push.

      

      Emer was fascinated by the device. She had heard of such things before but had never yet come across one in her life, mainly because Nethy had distinctly lacked the intrigues of great Lairds and Ladies who lived in grand castles and palaces.

      

      She tried to push the secret drawer back into the side of the desk, but it remained adamantly stuck. Emer took out the contents of the slender drawer, hoping to see a latch of some kind when she bent down to peer into the hole. She knew there were hooks and buttons she could lift or press, which would allow the railings to ease back. She felt along the inside of the hollow but found nothing. Sighing, she started to pack the letters and little objects that had been inside the drawer back.

      

      An elaborate insignia caught her eye. One of the letters seemed to come from the Sutherland clan. It bore their crest. On closer inspection, one of the small objects that had made the drawer rattle when it slid out was a delicate gold pin-the head of which was the same symbol as on the letter-a hawk with a sprig of heather clutched in its left claw.

      

      “It’s a particularly fine piece of Gaelic craftsmanship, is nae it?” a voice said behind her.

      

      Emer jumped so hard she did not remember there was a marble mantelshelf above her and cracked the back of her head at the bottom of it with a sharp thud. She saw stars for a few seconds and staggered around to see who had spoken. She was not surprised to see Gawain standing beside her. It was his bedchamber, after all.

      

      He took the opportunity Emer’s dazed and painful injury had caused to step in front of her and shut the drawer. She did not see how he did it but heard the click through the ringing in her ears.

      

      Despite the pain she was suffering, Emer realized some explanation was necessary.

      

      “Beggin’ yer pardon, sir, but...but me sister is too ill to come and tidy yer chambers this day. She asked me to come and do it-I was oiling the wood, and the...that drawer snicked open as easy as yer please.”

      

      Gawain turned around after securing the drawer and gave her a forgiving smile, “Nay, girl, ‘tis nae worry. Are ye sure yer sister is all right, and she will be back working for me soon?  Was it she who asked ye to come, nae Mistress Burroughs or someone? I would hate for me brither to hold me responsible for giving ye more work! He relies on ye so heavily for his own purposes, does he nae?”

      

      Emer was too busy holding her head in her hands to pay much attention to what Gawain was saying, “...’twas me sister...aah...she’s ill, sir,” was all she managed to say, in between rubbing the rapidly forming lump at the back of her head and trying to hold back the tears which were springing into her eyes involuntarily.

      

      Gawain patted Emer on the shoulder and guided her to where she could take a seat on a comfortable ottoman. Then when she was sitting down, he went to the serving table and poured her a goblet of whisky. He waited patiently for Emer to open her eyes, aware that she was keeping them tightly closed to help her hold back her tears. When she opened them after gathering her wits, she found Gawain standing there beside her, holding out the goblet.

      

      “Oh, thank ye, sir, but Mistress Burroughs will have a fit if she hears of me drinking anything stronger than milk while I’m working.

      

      “Tush,” Gawain said with a charming smile, “she will never ken,” and he took Emer’s right hand and wrapped her fingers around the drink, “take a wee sip lass-’twill give ye strength.”

      

      Encouraged by his kind words, Emer took a small taste of the amber liquid and felt a bit of strength and focus flood back into her veins.

      

      “Go on, finish it. ‘Tis nae much and will clear yer head,” Gawain insisted.

      

      Emer choked over the last of the whisky, but it did not make her head feel any better. In fact, it made her feel sleepy and weak.

      

      “Thank ye once again, sir, ye are most kind,” and she gave him a brave smile, handing the goblet back to him.

      

      Her hands must have slipped because the goblet fell onto her lap, staining her skirts with the last few drops of liquor.

      

      Gawain took his own lace kerchief from his pocket and blotted up the mess. Then he told her to keep the kerchief as a token to never stand up so quickly every again. Emer was enchanted by his consideration.

      

      Gawain stretched out his hand and lifted her chin, turning her head from one side to the other, saying, “I cannae see any damage, me dear, but maybe that’s because yer beautiful hair is hiding the worst of it.”

      

      I must say, he is so gallant and sweet-natured, I can see why me sister had fallen head over heels for this man. That’s nae all, he has been so gracious to me, and nae mentioned a thing about the drawer. Maybe I got it wrong, and he’s the kind brither while Caillen is the teasing, insouciant one!

      

      “Thank ye for cleaning me chambers so nicely. I insist ye take the rest of the day off. Get yerself upstairs and go lie down next to yer sister. I would never forgive meself if ye were walking on the stairs and the dizziness caused ye to take a tumble. Leave Mistress Burroughs to me. She and I are auld friends since I were a wee bairn. Ye would never think it, but she was used to emptying our pish pots when Cai and I were small lads!”

      

      Emer felt a wave of gratitude wash over her when Gawain said she could go upstairs and lie down.

      

      “I think I will accept yer very kind gesture, sir. I feel so poorly. I have a posset steeping in the distillery...I should go and fetch it and take it to me sister directly.”

      

      Gawain gave her another gentle pat on the back. “Give yer sister me best regards. Tell her I miss her kindly administrations and wish her back to help me as soon as she may. But both of ye must take yer time getting yerselves back to work-I will tell Mistress Burroughs and Cook, and me demanding brither-nae to expect ye both until the roses bloom in yer lovely cheeks once more.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time Emer had poured the medicine into a small vial and gone back to her bedchamber, she was more than ready to lie down for the rest of the day.

      

      Unfortunately, it was not to be. Mistress Burroughs was waiting for her in the room with a sick but frightened-looking Davinia lying in bed, peeking around behind the irate woman’s wide black skirts.

      

      “So!” Mistress Burroughs began berating Emer the minute she stepped into the room, “Ye have bumped yer head and need a lie-down, do ye?”

      

      Emer, confused as to why the housekeeper was so angry, moved to hand her sister the vial of medicine and then replied, “Aye, ma’am. I have permission; the knock was bad.”

      

      As Emer squeezed past the housekeeper to get to Davinia’s side, Mistress Burroughs was close enough to inhale when Emer stood next to her. Emer hoped she did not smell the whisky Gawain had given her. She was already regretting drinking it and could feel her body fighting the drowsiness, headache, and strangely parched mouth strong liquor always gave her.

      

      “Ye are the luckiest girl in all the Kingdom to have such a kind...and might I add -gullible- protector, missy! Get to bed!” Mistress Burroughs swept to the door and added one last parting shot before she left, “Ye disappoint me, lass, ye really do!”

      

      And on those bitter words, the housekeeper left.

      

      “What in heaven’s name did ye do, Em?” Davinia rasped the second the door closed, “Mistress Burroughs blazed in here, nostrils flaring like an outraged stallion, demanding to ken where ye were. I thought she was about to start throwing yer clothes out of the trunk and send ye packing!”

      

      Emer collapsed onto her bed and tried to put the morning’s events into a sequence.

      

      “Naught, I did naught. I was cleaning Gawain’s chambers and cracked me head on the mantelshelf. Both Cook and Mistress Burroughs are distraught because half the staff have come down with this malady. I’m sure they think it’s some conspiracy between us to make them work harder instead of sitting in their cozy parlors all day, drinkin’ tea.”

      

      “Who’s this gullible protector of whom she speaks?” Davinia said as she poured a liberal dose of the elixir into the mug on a rickety wooden table beside her bed and drank it down.

      

      “Go easy with that, Davi,” Emer cautioned, “I added a few drops of laudanum, but ye cannae taste it because of the honey.”

      

      “Never mind all that,” Davinia said impatiently, “Who was it? Mister Banting? The Laird?”

      

      Emer sighed, “Nay, Davi, ‘twas Gawain himself. He saw how hard I hit me head and insisted I take the day off. Angels bless him.”

      

      Davinia was roused enough to sit up in bed and demand, “What! Why? D’ye think it’s because he likes ye? I cut me finger on a nail in the window casing once, and all he did was hand me his washcloth to stem the flow of blood. D’ye think he likes ye more than me?”

      

      Emer, now stripped down to her shift, wearily climbed into bed and pulled the covers over her ears, saying, “Nay, he’s just kind and a gentleman, Davi. Go to sleep.”

      

      And with this enigmatic remark, Davinia had to be content.
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        * * *

      

      The next four weeks at the Maclachlan keep were trying ones. One by one, the staff and castle inhabitants succumbed to the sickness, with only a few of the more active ones spared. Caillen, who spent his days riding around his lands and in discussions with neighboring chieftains, stayed healthy. Gawain wisely moved himself to an inn at the nearby town of Lachlainn.

      

      The physician laid strict instructions on the household for no one but the old Laird’s personal servant to enter his chambers, and his food was to be prepared separately in a hastily constructed makeshift kitchen in the tower turret.

      

      But their caution was unnecessary. No one died or suffered a lingering convalescence, and one by one, the weak but finally healthy staff returned to work.

      

      Emer and Davinia were two of the first invalids to leave their beds. Emer had caught a milder infection from her sister, and they had had the elixir to help them through the worst of it. When Emer returned to work upstairs, she found Mistress Burroughs still reluctant to forgive her and decided to spend as much of her time as possible doing the chores Caillen had tasked her with.

      

      These were many. Since she had taken to her bed, the new Laird had been very busy in and around the keep. Interior walls were being knocked down and re-erected in the very latest style. The stark stonework was covered over with elegant wainscoting and silk wall hangings and fitted out with elaborate Baroque sconces and fireplaces. In the short time Emer had been away, the medieval appearance she associated with the Maclachlan keep had almost disappeared, and in its place, a sophisticated, graceful manor house was taking shape.

      

      The changes were even more marked when she went outside. Builders were constructing long mews on one side of the castle wall, and the courtyard cobblestones were being ripped up and replaced with herb gardens and a pebble driveway. She saw small citrus trees waving in the ornamental garden and newly planted rhododendrons lining the drive up to the castle gates.

      

      It was as if a fairy godmother had waved a magic wand and swept away the last five hundred centuries.

      

      A footman passed her and commented when he saw her amazed face, “Ye would hardly say it’s the same place, would ye? Laird Maclachlan has hired every stonemason, craftsman, and architect on the island! Ye’ll never guess what’s going on inside, lass...they’re installing flushing privies in place of the auld garderobes! Fully as lavish as the ones the auld queen had made for herself.”

      

      Losh! This must be costing the clan a pretty penny. That must be the reason why Caillen is flying about the countryside-trying to raise the money to pay for all this.

      

      He had not been too busy to stop by Emer’s bedchamber a few days ago, to politely ask how she and her sister were doing.

      

      Emer could only be thankful the worst of her illness was behind her, and she was able to sit on the old armchair next to the window with her dressing gown wrapped around her, occasionally using Gawain’s lace kerchief to blow her nose. Davinia, always apt to take longer getting better, was sleeping soundly in her bed when the gentle tap sounded on the door.

      

      Who could it be tapping the door at this hour?

      

      She sent up a silent prayer. It was not Mistress Burroughs back to scold her some more. She looked at her reflection quickly in the mirror by the washstand. It showed her a pale face with slightly sunken cheekbones and dark circles under her eyes, but her hair was neatly tied to one side in a long braid, and her skin was fresh and clear.

      

      She was no Laird or Lady, able to command someone to enter or leave at her whim. Emer went to the door and pulled it open.

      

      Caillen was standing there at the entrance.

      

      She stood staring at him in surprise for a moment before he broke the spell and asked,

      

      “Well, are ye nae going to invite me in?”

      

      He said the words quietly; he had already seen her sister asleep in bed from the vantage point of his superior height.

      

      “Er...aye. I mean, please come in, me Laird,” she whispered. Emer was suddenly acutely aware that her dressing gown was threadbare enough to be almost transparent. She was holding the thin material together in front of her breasts, but it drooped invitingly off one shoulder and allowed any visitor to get a glimpse of her petite feet. It was an entirely appropriate outfit to wear to let in a maid bringing up a tray of soup, but hardly the right thing to have on when it was your employer, a man, and a Laird.

      

      He stepped into the bedchamber, and Emer was again reminded how tall, well built, and dangerous Caillen could look whenever he wanted to. He had spurned the regalia of a Highland Laird once more and was back in his well-worn, supple leather trews, boots, and jerkin.

      

      It feels as if a buccaneer has stepped through the door! With his hair tied back in that knot and his jaunty air, I wouldnae be surprised if he demanded me baubles and trinkets from me.

      

      “What thoughts are crossing yer mind, Emer?” Caillen teased her as if he knew she was judging his outfit. He brought his face close to her own and whispered intimately, “I swear I’m only here to wish ye a speedy recovery. Can I get ye anything from town? Would ye like me to bring an apothecary or physician for yer sister?”

      

      Emer was a little startled by Caillen’s change from teasing her to offering her help. He really was the most unpredictable man.

      

      “Nay thank ye, me Laird,” she whispered back to him, having to stand on tiptoes in her bare feet to reach up high enough to say her words in his ear, “I have everything I need.”

      

      Caillen twisted his head around so her lips were no longer poised next to his ear but were now opposite his mouth. For an instant, Emer thought he was going to say something very important to her, but Davinia stirred and murmured in her sleep, and the moment passed.

      

      Caillen did not retreat when Emer opened the door politely for him to leave. Instead, he stepped inside the room, went to the washstand, and lifted her soap to his nose. He seemed to drink in the fragrance before placing the small bar back down on the stand. Then he moved back to where Emer stood, bending his head to whisper in her ear again. He lifted the thick braid with one hand so he could reach her ear with his lips. A shiver of pleasure ran through her body as the touch of his lips caused her body a momentary thrill.

      

      “Is it only ye using that soap, lass, or does yer sister use it too?”

      

      Emer was too aroused by the feeling of his mouth on her skin so close to be astounded by the question.

      

      “It’s mine...the fragrance irritates me sister’s skin.”

      

      Caillen pressed his mouth so close to the side of her face, she could feel her stomach contract and flutter when she felt the tickle of his beard.

      

      “That’s very good to hear, lass,” he said, and then was gone.
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      Emer did not see much of Caillen after his visit to her bedchamber. He had tasked her with tidying up after the builders and making the rooms inhabitable again in the shortest time. Now her work no longer consisted of sweeping and polishing; once the builders had removed the rubble, walls had to be wiped, wainscoting oiled, sconces dusted, and carpets laid out straight and neat.

      

      She was too busy to even think about the strange things that had happened to her in the last two weeks. If vague memories of Gawain’s secret hiding hole with letters from the Sutherlands or Caillen’s stimulating whispers in her ear ever crossed her mind, they were soon chased out again by the immediacy of cleaning and scrubbing.

      

      Gawain had returned to the keep when all danger of infection had passed. He made a point of finding Emer when he had settled himself back into his rooms, finding her busy directing two footmen to carry a new ornately carved display cabinet and put it into the formal dining room.

      

      “What’s this?” Gawain asked her, gesturing at the cabinet.

      

      Emer gave him a beaming smile, still aware he had saved her from a real tongue-lashing from Mistress Burroughs when she was angry about being short-staffed.

      

      “It’s a case used to display chinaware, sir,” she replied, “yer brither is phasing out the tradition of feasts and banquets and bringing in the more formal practice of inviting individual guests and having them sit down around the one table together. See here, the host sits at the top, his lady at the other end, and all the guests are equal in consequence as a result.”

      

      Gawain was outraged, “What! Nay more dais, trestle tables, and longboards! Whatever will he decide to do next? And who’s paying for all this?”

      

      Emer demurred answering, simply saying, “I’m sure I dinnae ken, sir.”

      

      Could it be her imagination, or was the gallant Gawain she had met in his bedchambers gone? He seemed short-tempered and rude. She looked more closely at him from under her long lashes and detected the smallest sign of a pout around his mouth, the edges of which were downturned in a petulant pucker.

      

      Gawain seemed to remember what it was he wanted to say to Emer.

      

      “Listen, ye ken that broken drawer in me room?” he waited for Emer to nod, then continued, “Well, there’s nae need for ye to tell anything to anyone about breaking it. I’ve forgiven ye, and that’s all there is to say about it.”

      

      A perplexed frown came to Emer’s face, “But, I dinnae break it, sir, like I told ye...it snicked out when I was polishing.”

      

      Gawain tried to stop the exasperation from showing on his face, but Emer was able to discern it quite clearly.

      

      “Am I to tell Mistress Burroughs about yer carelessness? After last time, I’m sure she would be more than happy to see ye pack yer bags!”

      

      Seeing the sudden shock on Emer’s face, Gawain’s bad mood collapsed into sadness.

      

      “Forgive me, lass, I should nae have shouted at ye...ye see, I fear for me life...and have reason to believe someone is tryin’ to kill me.”

      

      Emer could not help herself from taking Gawain by the hand and leading him to sit down on one of the newly carved beechwood armchairs. He looked shattered and worried. Whoever was making the attempts on his life must be seriously dangerous.

      

      “Gawain, sir, I am so sorry to hear of yer woes. Is there anything I can do to help?” she knelt down beside him and patted his knee. He gripped her hand in a spasmodic hold and then seemed to pull himself together.

      

      “It’s me who’s sorry for allowing ye to see me so unmanned, dear girl,” Gawain sighed, “promise ye will carry news of me suspicions to the authorities if anything were to happen to me. Dinnae bother me brither with this yet-he has enough things to do,” and here Gawain gestured around the freshly decorated room, “without me adding me own problems to it.”

      

      Gawain stood up and rushed out of the door. Emer could only stare at the empty doorway and wonder what on earth she had just been a witness to.
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        * * *

      

      “Make way! Make way! The litter must nae be knocked or bumped!”

      

      Emer was in the stables with Bessie, chatting to one of the younger grooms about how much exercise the plump little palfrey required every day, when a loud entourage of men, riders, and horses charged into the old courtyard.

      

      “Make way, there,” a groom commanded, “we must find stabling for all the hunters,”

      

      Emer knew he meant the horses and not the actual riders themselves; hunters were huge stallions, capable of jumping over wide ditches and stone walls with the greatest of ease. Every stable hand jumped to help hitch the beasts. There were more than a dozen; Caillen and Gawain had joined their neighbors early that morning to seek out the skulk of foxes who had been laying the farmers’ coops to waste every night.

      

      “What’s all the bustle an’ pother?” the groom asked as he went to the pump in the yard to fetch water for the animals.

      

      And then they both saw the reason for the disturbance. Caillen’s horse was dragging a litter behind it, and on the litter lay Gawain.

      

      He was groaning in agony and had his arm draped over his eyes to stop others from seeing how contorted his face was with the pain.

      

      One of the men in charge of the hounds stopped to answer as he fed the dogs scraps of meat, “A dastardly bowman took a shot at Gawain Maclachlan. He must have been an expert archer because the arrow came from so far away he was able to make his escape before we made our way to where the shot came from. But that turns out to be lucky for Gawain because the arrow was almost spent when it struck his leg. Still, if it had hit a vein, we would be carryin’ his corpse back home on the litter instead.”

      

      Emer was too shocked to say anything and ran inside to tell her sister, so she was not there to see Caillen tenderly lift his brother off the litter and order two strong footmen to hold his brother’s legs while he supported Gawain’s head. One of the horsemen had already ridden into town to fetch the surgeon and a page came running to where Emer was telling an upset Davinia about what had happened in the kitchens.

      

      “Laird asks ye to prepare his brither a potion, Emer!” the lad said.

      

      Glad she could do something to help, Emer dashed off to the distillery. She was already proficient in pain-relieving potions and familiar with the contents of the room. It was not long before a thick syrup of poppies and other healing ingredients was mixed together and poured into a vial. Emer added a few drops of honey to sweeten the whole, gave the small flask a shake, and ran to Gawain’s bedchamber. It was full of guards, riders, and clansmen.

      

      Emer, happy she could provide Gawain relief from his pain, handed the potion to his manservant and returned to comfort her sister.

      

      The clamor in the kitchen was almost as loud as it had been upstairs.

      

      “Who would want to harm a nice young man like Gawain?” Mistress Drummond was asking the room in general, “what is the world coming to with evil archers and nasty bowmen lurking around every corner and up all the trees?”

      

      Emer smiled to herself when she heard this exaggeration but could not help thinking that Cook was nevertheless not far off the mark. Davinia was trying not to let her tears fall into the apple pie she was making. Emer handed her the old lace kerchief Gawain had given her. She had washed and dried it that morning and hung it out to dry in the scullery yard.

      

      Davinia took the kerchief, used it to dry her eyes, and then stopped dumbfounded when she saw the item she was using.

      

      “Where did ye get this?” she asked Emer.

      

      Aware that more than a few eyes in the kitchen were observing them, Emer prevaricated,

      

      “I-- disremember. I think I bought it at a Nethy fair...,”

      

      Davinia clutched the delicate scrap of lace in her hands, her face was turning very pale, but her cheeks were bright red.

      

      “Then why has it got the initials, ‘GM,’ embroidered in the corner?”

      

      Emer wanted to howl in frustration. Why did Davinia have to be so single-minded and obtuse? Could she not take the time to think about where they were and what the consequences might be if she insisted on keeping up this line of questioning?

      

      “It came to me secondhand,” Emer said abruptly.

      

      It was no use. Emer could see her eldest sister whipping herself into one of her unreasonable rages and gritted her teeth for the tongue lashing that was to come.

      

      “This is Gawain’s kerchief. Ye’re a liar.”

      

      Emer tried to remain cool and calm, “Nay, I’m nae liar, Davi, and if ye came down off yer high horse for a minute, I can tell ye where I got the kerchief from if ye would be so kind as to give me a few minutes with ye in private.”

      

      Cook, fully as interested in the cause of the squabble as the rest of the kitchen staff, said, “Nay, she cannae. She’s working.”

      

      Emer had had enough, “Ye’re right, Mistress Drummond, and so should I be working. I’m off to go upstairs.”

      

      Emer turned to walk out of the room when she felt the back of her hair being pulled hard and the white cap she always pinned to the top of her ringlets came popping off.

      

      “Ye have been up to skuldudrie with Gawain, have nae ye, ye shameless bedswerver! Tell me now afore I pull out every strand o’ hair on yer head!”

      

      Davinia was now puce with rage and threw Emer’s cap onto the floor, stamping on it.

      

      Emer knew it was time to tell the truth.

      

      “Nay, ye stupid bobolyne, I have nae! He gave it me after I hurt me head.” Emer was now nearly as angry as her sister.

      

      “Ooh! A likely story,” Sukie the scullery maid interjected, “I vow she stole it.”

      

      “Or she hurt her head doing something nice for Mister Gawain,” another maid tittered from the back.

      

      “Ask him yerself then,” Emer fumed, picking up her cap and trying to pin up her ringlets, “Oh, aye, I forgot, he’s laying a-bed, fighting for his life, as we stupidly bicker about a flamin’ kerchief!”

      

      And on those words, Emer ran out of the kitchens with her skirts flouncing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      That night, one of the dairymaids joined Emer in her bedchamber. The girl was agog with curiosity as to why Davinia had decided not to share a room with her sister anymore, but Emer shrugged all the girl’s questions off with a frown. She was still upset and disappointed in her sister’s behavior, but she tried to be reasonable and see it from the other woman’s point of view.

      

      What if I knew who the man was who kissed me on the night of the feast and then found out Davi had a kerchief in her possession, one he had given her..., I suppose I would feel heartsore about that, and Davi has been working here at the keep since she was twenty years of age. Three years is an awfully long time for her to hold a candle for the younger son.

      

      She imagined poor Davinia working her way up from being a scullery maid to being put in charge of making all the pies and pastries. In all the long hours of slaving in the kitchen, through the winter cold and summer heat, she thought of her sister peering out through the serving hatch and seeing Gawain Maclachlan as a fine, well dressed young man, probably back at the keep after attending university in Edinburgh or visiting the King further afield in Whitehall.

      

      And Emer had to admit, Gawain could be incredibly charming when he wanted to be. But as much as she had told her sister about how their blood was as good as the Maclachlan’s, the fact remained that nearly eighty years had passed since a Wylie had held any position or power around Nethy. Faither had told her they were lucky to have any land whatsoever to call their own at all! So heavy and expensive the clan fighting had been over the years. As it was, the only land they had owned was the small farmhouse and three closed fields at the foot of the mountain. While they were fortunate enough to be able to style themselves as farmers and not farmworkers, the reach of their land was negligible when compared to what the Maclachlan’s had.

      

      Emer sensed her sister’s quiet despair at her hopeless-and always to be unrequited-love and wished she could hug her and tell her everything would work out for the best. But she knew if she said it, the words would sound false and hollow to both their ears. She went to bed after saying a polite good night to the dairymaid and tried to sleep.

      

      When she went upstairs to the maids’ parlor the next morning, Mistress Burroughs was waiting for her.

      

      “Ye must have a guardian angel looking down on ye, Emer because his Lairdship’s brither has requested ye attend him, which is a great privilege.”

      

      Emer did not think it was a great privilege at all. She thought the command could not have come at a worse time. Here she was trying to convince her sister that there was nothing going on between her and Gawain, and the blasted man was begging her to come and nurse him. Albeit, it was probably because he needed another one of her potions, but if Davinia got to hear about this, she was at a loss of how to explain it to her.

      

      All she said out loud was, “Oh aye, Mistress Burroughs,” and left for Gawain’s bedchambers after bobbing a curtsey to the housekeeper.

      

      “Enter through the dressing room,” Mistress Burroughs shouted after her, “There’s a guard at the main door.”

      

      The manservant was waiting for her in the dressing room. A sentry had been placed outside Gawain's bedchamber door in case another assassin was lurking in the keep. The atmosphere in the castle corridors was rife with suspicion. Emer could not blame the Maclachlan’s for how they were reacting to this latest treachery.

      

      The valet was laconic and lazy when he told Emer the instructions he had been advised to tell her, an attitude she was more than convinced he took with him in all of his undertakings.

      

      “Alright then, lass. Here’s what ye do. I let ye in an’ then lock this door behind ye. When ye want to leave the room, knock on the bedchamber door leading out to the passage, an’ the guard will open and allow ye to leave. Got that?”

      

      “Why cannae I just leave through this door?” Emer inquired.

      

      “Because, lass, I plan on leaving me post and going to visit one o’ the dairymaids. Dinnae tell his Lairdship or his dear brither in there-an’ if ye do, watch out for findin’ a toad in yer bed tonight,” the valet said casually.

      

      Emer scoffed as she went in the door, “I’m nae afraid of toads,”

      

      “An’ why are nae afraid o’ toads, lass?” a voice she recognized said, as she closed the door behind her.

      

      Caillen was seated on one of the armchairs in his brother’s bedchamber and had his eyebrow cocked at her in his usual cheeky way, showing he was in one of his teasing moods.

      

      “The man outside in the dressing room asked me if I was,” Emer replied smoothly, “and how may I help ye today?”

      

      She turned her head from one brother to the other. Gawain was lying under the covers in his bed, and Caillen was slumped in the armchair next to the fireplace with his legs stretched out in front of him and his feet crossed at the ankles. He looked relaxed and seemed to be enjoying the embers of the fire, heating his legs under his kilt. It had been a misty, chilly morning for hunting.

      

      “Ye can help me brither, Emer,” Caillen said, waving his hand in Gawain’s direction, “he was the one who sent for ye. He must admire yer tender talents as much as I do.”

      

      Emer gave Caillen a sharp look when he said this. She saw an expression on his face she could not read, not teasing or mocking, just a steady gaze with an indefinable emotion held in dark eyes. For a brief moment, their eyes locked across the room, and Emer found something so familiar in the connection she wondered if she had inadvertently imbibed some of the elixir she had made for Gawain’s pain.

      

      Gawain gave a groan from the bed; the noise seemed to snap maid and master out of the thrall, which seemed to bind their eyes together. Caillen heaved himself out of the armchair and walked toward the door leading to the passage. Emer felt herself give a small sigh of relief when he did this, as she could not imagine Caillen taking kindly to Gawain’s manservant locking the dressing room door and leaving to woo the milkmaid.

      

      When the guard had closed the door behind Caillen, Gawain exhaled loudly.

      

      “Oh, thank goodness, and thank ye for comin’ to me so promptly, Emer. Ye truly are a dear,” he said in a weak voice.

      

      Emer moved closer to Gawain’s bedside. She could hardly hear him. He was speaking in such a lowered voice.

      

      “Can I fetch ye some more of the syrup I made ye for the pain, sir?” she asked him as she plumped up the pillows behind his head and smoothed the covers.

      

      “Nay, ‘tis nae for that I asked ye come here, dearest Emer,” Gawain croaked hoarsely, “it’s just that ye’re the only one I can trust-everyone else here relies on Caillen for their pay or have been working at the keep for I dinnae ken how long, their loyalties are to me brither an’ nae to me.”

      

      Emer felt she had to tell Gawain the truth. His injury seemed to be confusing him, “Ummm, sir, I’m paid by the Laird, yer brither, too.”

      

      Gawain waved a hand, “Aye, aye, but ye have nae had the time to be corrupted by all this yet,” and he used the same hand to gesture at the walls.

      

      Emer was intrigued, despite her initial misgivings, “Go on,” she said.

      

      “Ye have to promise me ye will nae say anything to anybody about what I’m about to tell ye,” he gripped Emer’s hand firmly and held it hard, “Promise me!”

      

      “I swear, I will nae say a word,” Emer said gently.

      

      “I trust yer word and will forgo ye swearing an oath, Emer, please remember me great confidence in yer discretion.”

      

      She nodded.

      

      “I have discovered, through me own investigations around the castle, a few things that have brought the greatest fears into me heart. ‘Tis a note written in the most inelegant script, saying they are in receipt of the order, and will most faithfully carry out the deed this very day!”

      

      Emer looked confused, “What are ye saying?”

      

      “If I am nae makin’ meself clear, I have the note here, hidden inside me pillow,” the injured man sat up and gingerly withdrew a crumpled piece of parchment from beneath his head and handed it to Emer.

      

      She unfolded the parchment and read:

      

      Laird Caillen-

      

      I got yer letter and have everything prepared for the day of the fox hunt. At yer command, I will loose the arrow at yer rival. He will be dead afore he hits the ground; of that ye can be sure.

      

      Dinnae fash about them catching me. I have a perch in the forest from where I can make me departure clean away after taking my shot.

      

      I will give the Sutherland clan yer warmest regards and expect a wee bit more gold coming yer way soon.

      

      D-

      

      Emer read the letter through twice. She could hardly believe what it said the first time.

      

      “When and where did ye find this, sir?” she asked, her eyes wide with horror at what the letter implied.

      

      Gawain groaned and hid his eyes with his elbow, as though trying to block out the awful truth, “When the stronghold room within the library was being built, there was a heap of rubble outside in the passage. I saw this parchment screwed up into a bundle amidst the rubble and thought it might be something important the builders had mistaken for trash. Alas, I didnae act on the contents of the letter, for then it was too vague in me estimation.”

      

      “Vague!” Emer spluttered in outrage, “this letter implies it’s yer brither who’s trying to undo the clan. And the ‘rival’ of whom they speak is undoubtedly yerself!”

      

      Gawain made as though to swipe the letter away with his hand as though he could not bear to hear what Emer was saying.

      

      “I ken, Emer, I ken! It’s too much for me to stand! And yet I have been asking questions about where the gold comes from, the gold being used to make the castle keep so grandiose and fine. And all he ever does is smile and swat me away as though I’m a May Day gadfly.”

      

      Emer was trying to look at Gawain’s suspicions from all angles. She was reluctant to take the letter as all the proof she needed before forming an opinion.

      

      “It may be this person is calling their castle counterpart ‘Laird Caillen’ to divert attention away from the real culprit. In fact, nae one calls yer brither that-everyone calls him Laird Maclachlan, now that I come to think of it. The only people who call him Caillen are yerself, the auld Laird, and the chieftains. Could this be a clue?”

      

      Gawain seemed to grasp hold of Emer’s idea as his last hope and then collapsed back down, “But where is he getting the gold from? It was only after I started asking questions about it that this-” and here he pointed at his leg under the covers, “-happened!”

      

      Emer looked solemn. The evidence did seem damning, and why would Caillen be reluctant to divulge where he was obtaining all the money to pay for the castle renovations. The building works and extensions were more than practical maintenance. They were imparting a real air of luxury and opulence to the keep.

      

      “If the Sutherlands are so rich, they can pay Laird Maclachlan for all the building bein’ done, why are they so keen to steal the Maclachlan clan’s land and tariffs? It does nae make sense,” but Emer said this half-heartedly, as though clutching at straws.

      

      “I ken nae, nor want to, sweet Emer,” Gawain rasped, “that note was nae all I found in the rubble. Remember those letters with the Sutherland crest on them that ye found in me writing desk? Those were under the library rubble too...in a pouch...that’s why they were still clean and uncrumpled.”

      

      “What about the Sutherland pin?” Emer asked, curious to know what else was found when the builders were clearing the library room.

      

      “Och, that! The pin’s an auld family heirloom. A memory of better times when the Sutherland and Maclachlan clans were friends.”

      

      Emer sat quietly for a few minutes, trying to piece everything together in her head.

      

      “I asked ye here to do more than listen to what I had to tell ye, Emer, I asked ye here to make one more request. Ye’re so kind, and with such nobility of spirit, I ken ye will nae refuse me,” Gawain said, a painful smile twisting his lips.

      

      Emer replied, “I’ll do what I can to help ye, Gawain, but only up to a point. Ye’ve said it in yer own words-the Sutherlands and Maclachlan's were allies nae so long ago-it may be that yer brither is trying to bring about a reconciliation in his own way. As for the attack on yer life, who planned that has yet to be revealed.”

      

      Gawain slumped deeper into his pillows, “I pray ye’re right, dear, but just so I can rest easy in the meantime, would ye be so sweet and kind as to keep an eye on Caillen for me? Try to get close to him; be in the same places and observe what he’s doing. Whatever ye find out, be it so ever the tiniest detail, might be enough for me to ken the truth. And that will set both our minds at rest, will nae it?”

      

      Emer said nothing. Her thoughts were in turmoil. Then an unwelcome vision popped into her mind.

      

      “How can I follow yer brither around all the time, as though I were his lapdog? He will think it so strange of me.”

      

      “It should nae be hard, Emer. I ken he trusts ye and enjoys yer company.”

      

      Emer got up from where she had been sitting beside Gawain and went to pour out a measure of medicine for him.

      

      “Have ye thought about approaching yer faither with this problem?” she suggested as a final resort.

      

      Gawain shook his head, “He stays in his own part of the castle and will nae meet with anyone since the illness came.”

      

      Emer sighed,

      

      “Aye, Gawain, I will do it, but nae because ye ask it of me. ‘Tis because I have a sore need to get to the bottom of this mystery, same as ye do. Now, swallow this down and go to sleep. The physician will be here, anon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Anything that gets me away from Gawain is a blessing as far as I’m concerned. At least if I’m following Caillen all over the castle, I cannae be accused of foisting me attention in Gawain’s direction!

      

      Davinia was still not talking to Emer, and the dairymaid was her full-time bedchamber companion now. The small turret room, which Emer had once thought of as a haven of girlish chitchat-somewhere she and Davinia could share their hopes and dreams, was now just a pokey old room with two narrow beds in it.

      

      Emer had decided to do as Gawain asked, not so much because she believed him, but more so she could lay her own uneasy qualms about Caillen to rest.

      

      It was the strangely addressed letter that dinnae sit right with me. No one, least of all a hired assassin, would dare to address his Lairdship as ‘Laird Caillen.’ In fact, the two words together make nae sense. He’s either ‘Laird’ or ‘Caillen’ – never both together. I have to get to the bottom of this.

      

      Emer had plenty of time to follow Caillen around now. She was no longer welcome in the kitchens after her altercation with Davinia, and the upstairs staff looked at her askance too. They did not take kindly to a newcomer who had landed herself a cushy job, and the shorter hours and higher pay she received only served to make their envy more bitter.

      

      She thought long and hard about the best way to keep Caillen under constant observation for the day, but as though he could read her thoughts, he seemed to take care of that problem all on his own.

      

      “Would ye give me a few ideas on which hangings to choose for the withdrawing room, Emer?” Caillen asked her the next day. She was in his bedchamber, sweeping scattered fireplace ashes off the richly woven woolen carpets he had commissioned to be laid down only two days before.

      

      Caillen had left the original wide, ornately carved, four-poster bed where it sat in the middle of the wall on the left as one entered the chamber, but the old velvet drapes that had hung in tatters around the posts were gone, replaced by swathes of dark red brocade, embellished with gold emblems.

      

      “Me?” Emer stood up straight when she heard him say her name, tucking the besom under her arm and flinging an errant ringlet back from her face, “Why me?” she was too astonished to remember castle etiquette when addressing the Laird.

      

      “Because I want yer opinion. Because I trust yer judgement. Because I like to see things through yer eyes. A thousand reasons ‘why,’ lass,” he said, and Gilby, who was folding his Lairdship’s hunting clothes away into a trunk, gave a chuckle. They both looked in his direction.

      

      “We will nae be needin’ these hunting clothes again for a while, I’m guessing, me Laird,” Gilby said with a knowing grin.

      

      Both Emer and Caillen looked at what Gilby was doing, and then his Lairdship gave a shout of laughter.

      

      “Losh, Gilby, ye’re right, me auld friend. Hide all me hunting gear away. The chieftains and farmers are quakin’ in their boots up at the lodge, too scared to go outside in case the dastardly archer is out to get them next!”

      

      Emer frowned, “Ye seem to be takin’ the attempt on yer brither’s life very lightly, me Laird,” she said.

      

      Gilby and Caillen gave one another a conspiratorial sideways glance. Then Caillen replied, “Did me brither show ye his wound when ye and he were so closely closeted for so long yesterday?”

      

      Emer admitted he had not.

      

      Caillen gave another chuckle, “Well, I saw both the wound and how he received it and had words with the physician after he dressed it. Believe me, Emer, yer pity is wasted.”

      

      Reluctant to say ‘why’ again, Emer simply tilted her head to one side with a quizzing expression on her face.

      

      Caillen warmed to his theme.

      

      “Gawain rode on ahead of the party, even to the point of outpacing the whippers and the hounds,”

      

      Emer was startled to hear this. It was unheard of for a horseman to override the hounds. Her father had loathed the damage a fox could do to his hencoops overnight and had explained the sport of foxhunting to her in great detail.

      

      “Aye,” Caillen said grimly when he saw the comprehension in her face, “but he wasnae too far ahead for me to see what happened. I saw the arrow come over the treetops, as clear as anything, and it came in a high arc, nae straight across.”

      

      Gilby added his input to the conversation, “If the arrow had been from an assassin, miss, it would have come in a straight line, good and true. If a shot is made up in the sky, so as the arrow falls to earth in an arc, there is nae malice or murder behind the hit. Likely, it was some bowman trying to get at the fox before we did.”

      

      Caillen nodded in agreement, “I couldnae have put it better meself, Gilby. And the wound attests to it. There was nae forged barb at the end of the arrow, so I was able to pull the sharpened stick out by the shaft, as easy as anything. The arrow was spent by the time it reached its mark and didnae go in any deeper than I could gauge with the tip o’ me little finger.”

      

      “The physician simply poured a mug of whisky over the wound and slapped on a bandage!” Gilby said, and both men roared with laughter.

      

      Emer felt relief knowing that Gawain’s doubts could be laid to rest when it came to the attempt on his life, but there were so many other loose ends needing to be tied up before she could set her own mind at ease.

      

      “What is the guard at his door for then?” she asked.

      

      “He demanded it, and who am I to begrudge me wee brither the excitement of thinking someone is trying to kill him? He has lived such a sheltered life up here in the welcoming Highlands, he cannae tell the difference between an honest mistake and a deliberate attempt at murder.”

      

      Emer could not help herself from saying, “Och and ye would, of course?”

      

      Gilby opened up his mouth to reply, but Caillen held up his hand to silence him.

      

      “Let us hope that nae one is ever given a chance to ken, lass,” Caillen said blithely, “Now, let’s go talk about those wall hangings.”

      

      “But...but, I have nae finished cleaning yet,” Emer stuttered.

      

      Caillen gave a careless wave of his hand, “Tomorrow is another day. It can wait.”

      

      He ushered her out with a compelling hand in the small of her back.

      

      Whenever I’m with Caillen, I feel as though I’m caught up in a storm of fluctuating emotions-and I dinnae mean just the ones from me! First, he blows hot, and then he blows cold, and then he acts as though a conversation dinnae even happen. I’ve never met such a mercurial man.

      

      Emer did not want to admit to herself she had not met many men in her life at all. Now, with Davinia not talking to her anymore, their plans to meet eligible young men at the nearest assembly or fair had fallen to the wayside. Strangely enough, she did not feel too sorrowful about that. She was yet young and still held out hope of meeting the man from the dark room.

      

      When she closed her eyes at night, she could feel that first kiss burning through her like liquid fire as though it was happening to her all over again, setting parts of her body alight in ways she never knew were possible. The feel of the silken, trimmed beard lightly pricking her skin and lips, the memory of it would make her shiver with suppressed delight and curl her toes tight under the bedcovers.

      

      “Here’s where I plan on putting the withdrawing room,” Caillen broke into Emer’s thoughts, and she gave a little jump, hoping she had not been staring at Caillen’s beard, strong jawline, and firm mouth in an inappropriate manner.

      

      “Um, aye, so ye’re turning the auld Place of Arms into a withdrawing room, are ye? There must have been more soldiers than a man could shake a stick at living here at one time, from the size of this room.”

      

      “Aye,” Caillen said conversationally, linking her arm through his as they strolled from one side of the room to the other, “We Maclachlan’s were ever a war-like bunch, and that’s another thing I plan on changing around here, besides the decor.”

      

      Emer was very aware of her hand resting on Caillen’s forearm. It felt strong and muscular under her light grip. Slightly unsettled by their proximity, she started to withdraw her hand. He stopped her from doing so by grabbing her fingers as they slid out from the crook of his elbow.

      

      “Oh, nay ye dinnae. I’m nae having ye fall over one o’ these stepladders or knocking yer head on the mantelshelf,” he said, holding her hand where it was.

      

      Emer blushed. Gawain had obviously found the time to tell his brother about her accident in his bedchamber. She kept her hand lightly resting on Caillen’s arm and had to admit to herself it did feel a lot safer walking around the uneven flagstones like that.

      

      “I’m pleased ye predict less need for soldiers and more need for elegant rooms where ye can welcome visitors, me Laird,” was all she said.

      

      He smiled at her, “Aye, that’s exactly how I see the castle keep being in the future. More like the refined houses down south than the crumbling ruins most Highland Laird’s homes have been reduced to by our ceaseless bickering.”

      

      Emer found herself so much in agreement with Caillen, she became enthusiastic about the project.

      

      “How I adore the prints of manor houses in yer library books,” she said, letting Caillen accidentally in on her secret she borrowed books from his study every now and again, “no trace of stone and timber inside at all, just beautiful wall hangings, gilt-framed paintings, and carpets so thick yer feet sink into them, like the ones ye have up in yer bedchamber. And as for the painted ceilings, those grand houses have-why I could stare at them all day and night!”

      

      She turned and saw Caillen was watching her, taking pleasure in her delight. She blushed rosily, saying, “I suggest, me Laird, that ye bring the walls in a bit closer to make the room easier to heat. Tell the carpenters to erect a thick panel of wooden walls about a foot away from the stone walls. When they’ve done that, then we can talk about wall hangin’s!”

      

      They both laughed, and Caillen escorted her out of the room. Emer kept her hand hooked through his arm and lifted up her skirts to make sure her feet were not about to trip over anything.

      

      “What d’ye think I should do next?” he asked Emer as he guided her out of the great hall entrance and down into the courtyard at the front of the keep.

      

      She blinked slightly, taking a while for her eyes to adjust to the daylight, then replied, “The keep was built here with the mountains at the back and flatlands in front-a great defensive place during the reign of the Tudors and those who came before, but hardly necessary for the petty squabbles that have upset the Highlands in recent times...I say...plant a formal garden-even create a labyrinth-and make the entrance as enchanting as it will be inside.”

      

      Caillen smiled, “Are nae labyrinths and mazes considered risky places where young men and women enter to lose themselves in the hope of finding love, or at least a warm embrace?”

      

      Emer hung her head and demurred to answer at first. Was it even an appropriate conversation to be having with the Laird? She eventually replied,

      

      “I dinnae ken, was it impolite of me to have mentioned it? I beg yer pardon...,”

      

      “Have ye nae ever been kissed, Emer?” his deep voice seemed to interrogate her, trying to probe her thoughts.

      

      “I-- dinnae think I should say, me Laird,” Emer whispered, “if I say ‘aye,’ ye might take me for a flirt, and if I say ‘nay,’ ye could think me a hard-hearted girl for someone who is one-and-twenty years of age.”

      

      Caillen gave a soft laugh, “Well said. Very diplomatic. Let’s go back inside.”

      

      Emer walked with Caillen until they reached the upstairs servants’ parlor. She was quiet all the way, her thoughts jumping from one thing to the other.

      

      “What about a folly?” she said before they parted, “A folly at the bottom of the glade would be nice.”

      

      “We already have one, lass, and a Grecian style grotto. Me faither was most fond of the way the Sassenachs embellished their landscapes,” Caillen said, taking her hand off his arm but holding onto it instead, “walk a little way into the glade, and ye will see the auld relics.”

      

      Emer curtsied, and Caillen gave her hand a squeeze, turned abruptly, and walked away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Emer was happy to follow Caillen closely for the next few days. Exactly as Gawain had predicted, his brother did not seem to mind the new shadow he had picked up and even seemed to actively encourage her to be with him when her duties did not carry her to other places in the castle.

      

      When he was in the library, not only did Caillen not mind when Emer watched over his shoulder when he was writing his numerous letters, but he would invite her to sit in the armchair and check his correspondence for mistakes when he was done.

      

      “I’m in such a rush to get this tedious task over an’ finished with, Emer, ye would be doing me a favor if ye could sit by and make sure there are nae errors.”

      

      Hardly the behavior of a man who had something to hide, in Emer’s opinion. The letters contained boring paragraphs of harbor fees, harbormaster commissions, and dockworkers’ pay.

      

      When neighbors and chieftains would come to discuss clan matters with him, Caillen would announce to Emer as she sat quietly in the corner, “Dinnae mind us, lass, just carry on with what ye’re doing,” and then proceed to have his conversation with his visitor. She would sit in her armchair, listening to the chat with one ear, darning his shirts or great plaids with neat stitches.

      

      It was more like they were husband and wife, not maid and master. Emer was in two minds as to why he was doing it: Caillen was simply lonely for female companionship and liked to use her as a convenient substitute until he could go a-courting, or he was putting on an act to hide his darker purpose.

      

      The longer Emer heard him chatting to the leaders of other clans, the more convinced she was that all Caillen had in mind was to forge stronger bonds with his neighbors. And he had no qualms whatsoever as to who watched him do it.

      

      “I’m riding into Lachlainn tomorrow,” he said to her one evening when she brought him supper, “ye can take the day off.”

      

      Emer shook her head, “I dinnae think I can, me Laird, ye see, yer brither still needs me to fetch and carry for him.”

      

      Caillen glanced up from the soup he was spooning into his mouth, an action which he did in as business-like a fashion as he did everything else; as if eating were a chore he had to get out of the way, and he was loath to even try and enjoy-too busy to get on and do the next thing on his list.

      

      “Does nae yer sister do that?” It seemed Caillen knew a lot more about the daily matters of his staff than he would allow them to believe.

      

      “Aye...,” Emer did not know how to tell her master that his brother had transferred his reliance to her since the accident with the arrow, and every time he rang the bell to summon her to his side, it was so he could interrogate her about what Caillen was doing.

      

      “Well then, tell her to take yer place for the day and make sure she has enough elixir to keep him quiet or better yet, get that shifty-eyed manservant of his to do something other than chase after dairymaids.”

      

      Once again, Emer was impressed by how omniscient Caillen was while appearing so relaxed and careless, but when he rolled his eyes to the ceiling in a joking manner at the thought of his brother still lying in bed, she could not help giggling.

      

      He smiled, “I ken, lass, I’m a rotten brither, but I’ve never had time for that kind of die-away airs on board ship.”

      

      Emer suggested, “P’raps if ye were to tell me sister instead, me Laird, um, she would take the order from ye a bit more seriously...”

      

      Caillen watched her narrowly from underneath his dark lashes but said smoothly, “As ye wish. Where do ye plan on spending the day?”

      

      Emer felt there was no harm in telling Caillen where she planned on spending the whole day. She had no more friends in the castle and sometimes felt the Highland mountains would freeze over before Davinia would forgive her.

      

      “I’m going to find that folly ye told me about.”
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        * * *

      

      Emer felt it would be polite to inform Gawain she would not be attending on him. The sentry at the door had been dispensed with, so she scratched on the wooden panel and heard Gawain command his visitor to enter.

      

      Gawain had given up staying in bed in favor of lying on the chaise longue. It had been brought into the bedchamber, and he had his feet propped up on one of the satin cushions.

      

      “Oh, it’s ye,” he said when he saw her enter, “I dinnae ring.”

      

      Unperturbed by his dismissive way of talking to her, Emer said calmly, “I’ve been given the day off, sir, because yer brither’s travelin’ to Lachlainn. Me sister will be taking me place today because I want to go walking in the glade yonder,” when Gawain spun his head around, she hastened to tell him, “dinnae fash, sir, she is just as good at nursing as I am.”

      

      Gawain flapped his hand in front of his face as though warding off a fly, “Never mind about that! Why in hell’s name are ye going to take the day off for when ye should be following Caillen into town? Are ye lazy or stupid or what? Ye swore an oath to me ye’ll help me discover what he’s up to...and, this is how ye repay me?”

      

      Emer was tired of Gawain’s moods. After days of loitering in Caillen’s shadow, she had found no evidence to back up Gawain’s obsessive distrust of his brother. It was starting to irritate her, and she realized that Gawain could be as charming as he liked to her in the future. There was something about him that set her teeth on edge. Davinia was welcome to daydream about him all she liked-Emer was rapidly beginning to consider Gawain more of a nightmare.

      

      She sighed, “Fine! I’ll ride after him on Bessie and see where he goes in Lachlainn,”

      

      Gawain immediately broke into a wreath of smiles.

      

      “But,” Emer continued, “once I’ve seen where he goes, I’m returning back here. I dinnae care what ye considered me oath to entail, sir, but it sure dinnae mean I give up me days off!”

      

      “Gawain looked penitent, “I beg yer pardon, sweetest Emer, I dinnae mean to snap yer head off, it’s just that me leg has been paining me today and the medicine does nae seem to take the aching hurt away.”

      

      Emer looked at Gawain’s long-suffering expression with a calculating gaze.

      

      It could be he wants me to add more poppy extract to his medicine, or it could be he loves to manipulate the people who make it their business to cater to his every whim. I get the feeling that Gawain didnae hear the word ‘nay’ much when he was a child.

      

      Gawain shifted uneasily underneath Emer’s shrewd regard. She bobbed a curtsy and went down to the stables. Caillen’s tall stallion, Menzies, was still in the stall, but she knew it would not be long before its rider came out of the keep and mounted it.

      

      Emer quickly bridled Bessie and put the old saddle on the small pony. Then she hunkered down in the fresh straw she had laid out in the tiny stall, keeping the top of her head out of view but realizing she would look incredibly foolish if Caillen was to stick his head into through the hatch and look down.

      

      She was wearing a particularly fetching bonnet for what she thought would be a delightful day’s excursion. Spring was just a memory, and high summer had arrived, bringing with it endless days of sunshine and gentle breezes. The occasional squall would blow in from the coast, and then the fluffy, white clouds would turn grey and heavy. But the rain only served to cool down the hot soil and make the wildflowers bloom in glorious color.

      

      To think I have to spend half the day spying on Caillen. It makes nae sense. This is the last time I do such a thing for Gawain. There are enough dratted spies in the castle without me becoming one of them! He can make it up with Davinia and ask her to do his bidding in the future.

      

      Her mind thus resolved, Emer heard Caillen’s determined stride enter the stables, and his deep voice ask the groom to saddle up Menzies for the day. She listened to the sound of the heavy animal being led out to the courtyard, and the incessant ‘tink, tink, tink’ of workmen’s hammers in the background, industriously busy inside the keep.

      

      Caillen gave his horse the command to break into a trot, and the sound of hooves disappeared outside the stables and into the courtyard.

      

      Emer gave it a minute and then followed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      This was the first time Emer was making the trip into Lachlainn. She spent the initial part of her journey alternately admiring the scenery and then wishing her excursion was under different circumstances.

      

      It was a painful undertaking. She would urge the little palfrey into as fast a trot as Bessie was able to give, but the tall black stallion in front of them seemed to pull ever further ahead. At first, she was able to see horse and rider as a small dot on the horizon after she turned a corner, but after the third corner, she rounded it only to find the road empty as far as the eye could see.

      

      She tried not to become frustrated, and she told herself there was every chance of her catching up with Caillen when he slowed his pace down on approach to the town. Bessie seemed happy to trot as fast as she could along the rutted track, and Emer took comfort in the beauty of the countryside around her.

      

      They went at a clipping pace around a sharp bend, and Emer nearly jumped out of her saddle in fright and dismay. Not thirty yards ahead of her, Caillen had stopped to chat with one of his tenants. She had no time to jump down and hide. The best she could do was jerk Bessie’s bridle sharply to one side and ride her into a ditch. The little palfrey took offense at the sudden change of pace and trotted all the way into the hedgerow.

      

      Emer tried every prayer her mother had ever taught her to try and remain serene, but it did not work. She found herself silently cursing Gawain and vowing this was the last time she would ever do anything for him again.

      

      Bessie stood patiently in the ditch, munching on some grass growing along the edge. Emer had to dismount after she had freed her pretty bonnet and ringlets from the brambles in the hedgerow to pull the pony out of the ditch using the bridle. She took the opportunity provided to her by the brambles to peek around the corner and see when Caillen rode off. She did not have to wait long, however, and watched as he gave the man a cheerful wave and kicked Menzies into a trot once more.

      

      Knowing she must look perfectly frightful with her bonnet askew, her ringlets all awry, and beads of sweat dotting her brow, Emer trotted past the interested tenant and followed the stallion, her mouth firmly clamped to stop herself from uttering all the curse words she wanted to say.

      

      This time, she was able to keep horse and rider within sight at all times. Caillen had slowed the stallion down to a walk and seemed to be enjoying the splendid burst of countryside as much as his secret companion did. Just as the church spire of Lachlainn could be seen on the skyline, Caillen seemed to change his mind about going to the town at all. He swerved the horse to one side and disappeared into a side lane. He had to dismount and open a gate, but Emer guessed he owned this land too because he simply left the gate open and rode into the woods just beyond it.

      

      The trees were sparse, signifying they were more likely to be used as a source of firewood for the town or as a windbreak, but the copse was still thick enough to hide Caillen from her sight. Emer was torn; should she ride blindly into the trees or turn round?

      

      I’m going to follow him, nae matter what obstacle is in the path-’tis the only way I can convince Gawain his brither has no bad intentions toward him or the clan.

      

      She entered the copse. It was dark and close amidst all the bushes and branches; the scuttling of small animals undergrowth told her there might be fields full of grain and seed nearby, a favored source of food for rodents. She wondered if the farmers hereabouts used Scottish terriers to help them control the crop-eating vermin like her father used to do.

      

      After a while, the copse suddenly cleared, and Emer saw a small croft in front of her. Menzies was tethered at the rails outside with a trough of water next to him. Silently, Emer hooked Bessie’s bridle onto a tree branch and inspected the croft carefully, crouching behind one of the bushes.

      

      Dare I approach one o’ the window shutters and peek into the room? There might be hounds, or even worse, the people inside might see me.

      

      Emer imagined what it would look like if Caillen really was meeting with some of his nefarious seafaring brethren inside the croft. The sight of her face popping up above one of the window casements would hardly be likely to cultivate any feelings of leniency toward her.

      

      I’m silly. The only thing inside that croft is another one of Caillen’s tenants and possibly a jug o’ mead on the table. That’s a shepherd’s sheiling if ever I saw one, and the minute I get out from inside this blasted forest, I will hear the sound of sheep bleating.

      

      Feeling she had adequately convinced herself there was no danger, Emer got ready to leave the safety of the bushes and venture out to look in the croft windows.

      

      “I wondered when ye would find yer courage and come out from behind that bush, lass,” Caillen’s amused voice said behind her.

      

      Emer did not jump. The fact that Caillen had been able to walk around her and come out from behind no longer had the power to shock. She knew he was the kind of man who could do it easily.

      

      She stood up straight, dusted off her skirts, saying,

      

      “Ye might have made yer presence known a little sooner, me Laird, a lady might be crouching behind the bushes for any number of reasons.”

      

      Caillen smiled in acknowledgement of her joke, “Nae matter how pleasant it is to find ye here, lass, it would be remiss of me nae to ask ye why ye’re following me?”

      

      Emer looked down at her dusty boots and thought hard. Then she opened her mouth to try and form the false words she was about to say.

      

      “I got lost tryin’ to find the folly; I changed me mind and decided to visit Lachlainn instead; I cannae bear the thought of bein’ so far away from ye..., which one is it?”

      

      It was Caillen who said the words, and Emer had to admire his perspicacity.

      

      Goaded into a retort, Emer said, “All of what ye said is true, except the last part! It seems as though our paths have crossed, nae matter what the reason is for that, so why dinnae we just try to make the best of it?”

      

      To her surprise, Caillen agreed.

      

      “Ye’re right, lass, our paths have crossed, and it’s up to us to turn it to our advantage. What did ye have in mind to do today – seeing as it seems the folly is nae longer yer destination?”

      

      Emer, relieved that she was finally being given the opportunity to speak the truth, replied, “I wanted to pick ingredients to make a new perfume for me sister – she does nae fancy the one I use.”

      

      Caillen walked with Emer toward his horse, his head bent to catch her words. He was so tall, and the sounds of birds and rustling of tree branches were loud enough to drown out what Emer was saying so softly. She was touched by his courteous manner; he was happy to accept her half-hearted explanation and ready to accompany her as though they were friends of long-standing. Indeed, sometimes the thought crossed Emer’s mind that she and he had met before, not in this lifetime, perhaps, but when myths and legends walked the earth.

      

      He stood back when they reached Menzies. Instead of mounting the tall stallion, Caillen went behind Emer, grabbed her firmly by the waist, and lifted her up into the horse’s saddle. Then he vaulted up behind her. They were so close, Emer could feel his breath on the curls on top of her head; her bonnet still sat to one side of her head after its encounter with the hedgerow.

      

      “Dougal!” Caillen shouted as he turned Menzies to go back down the lane, “Look after the wee palfrey while we’re gone.”

      

      An old man came out of the croft and tipped his cap as Caillen trotted away, “Aye, me Laird.”

      

      Being so very high up off the ground for the first time in her life gave Emer a strange feeling. From her vaunted perch, she could see so much more of everything but could not help suffering from nerves a bit. She wanted to look around but did not want to risk falling off. As though sensing her anxiety, Caillen wrapped one arm around her waist while keeping his other hand on the reins.

      

      It took a while for Emer to relax enough to enjoy this new feeling. She had not had a man’s arm around her waist since she had attended the village lodge assemblies back in Nethy, and then it had been a light handclasp or the temporary touch of an arm as they spun round in a folk dance. Caillen’s hold was firm enough to make her feel safe, yet so gentle it felt more like an embrace. It was lovely being able to lean back against his broad, muscular chest and look around as they rode down the lane together. The sensation was entirely new, and Emer was ready to admit riding like this with Caillen was a delightful way to spend the day.

      

      “Where are ye taking me?” she asked him, raising her voice so she did not have to turn round.

      

      He did not reply. He gave her a brief, reassuring squeeze around her waist and continued guiding Menzies around the fields of wheat. Mossy stone walls fencing in peaceful grazing sheep lined the meandering pathway; butterflies fluttered and alighted on the daisies.

      

      Emer was content to let him carry her to wherever he wanted. The Highlands were so beautiful when the sun shone, and a fresh breeze blew in from the mountains. There could be no prettier place in the world.

      

      They came to a gently sloping hill. Caillen urged Menzies up the incline, and they left the serene agricultural scene behind them. The wind picked up when they reached the hilltop, and Emer grabbed her bonnet to stop it from pulling at her hair in the breeze.

      

      “How did ye pummel yer bonnet?” Caillen asked her as the horse began to descend the hill on the other side.

      

      “I--I turned the reins into a ditch, and Bessie overrode into the hedgerow,” it was always easier to tell Caillen the truth.

      

      “Dear me,” he said, and by the inflection of his tone, Emer knew his face was grinning, “What an uncomfortable way to spend yer day off.”

      

      She said nothing, but she felt an overwhelming desire to pinch his thigh hard with her fingertips. Fortunately for Caillen’s thigh, Emer was able to suppress the instinct.

      

      They were approaching a glade of trees. It was not a forest or a wood; the trees had been deliberately planted to grow in such a manner pleasing to the eye. The spacing allowed easy progress through the trunks and branches. Bushes had been cut back, and weeds dug out the minute they stuck their heads out of the soil. As Menzies wended through the grove, Emer realized Caillen had brought her to the grotto after all.

      

      She saw the folly in front of them, and Caillen reined in the horse, dismounted, and held out his hands for her to jump into.

      

      “We got here in the end, lass,” he said when he placed her delicately down on the ground.

      

      She spun around, not knowing where to look first. Emer saw they were surrounded by wildflowers and herbs growing in such abundance it made her say, “Oooohhh,” so dumfoundered she was by the natural splendor.

      

      “D’ye like it?” Caillen watched her appreciation with enjoyment, as though he was able to see the grotto and folly through her eyes and feel her excitement, “the gardeners obviously keep the place lookin’ nice – but I doubt a Maclachlan has been up this way since Gawain and I were children.”

      

      “That’s such a pity,” Emer said, walking to the folly and stepping onto the white stone stairs, “it’s the sweetest little structure, more like an ancient ruin than a recent addition to the garden.”

      

      “ ‘Tis nae so recent, lass,” Caillen said, following her up the stairs, “It was built when me faither was in his youth. But a folly and grotto and the like, seem to be the sort of places where children love to play, and lovers love to meet, but everyone else is too busy to take the time to visit them.”

      

      “What a shame,” Emer said, “the beauty of the wildflowers in the grotto with the folly standing in the middle of it all – what a waste no one comes here anymore. I will change that – I promise to come here as often as I can. Then all these flowers and herbs will nae be growing in vain.”

      

      “The beauty is very obvious, now that ye mention it,” Caillen said, but he was looking at Emer when he said this.

      

      She had taken off her bonnet and had shaken her long ringlets free. Her dark hair, caught in the sunlight that shone through the treetops blazed with a riot of color. It was no longer the plain brown color it seemed to be when she walked along the dingy castle corridors; it flamed with a richness and brightness, the sheen from her ringlets shone like gold.

      

      Unaware of Caillen’s admiring scrutiny, Emer got busy creating a perfume for her sister. It would be just the thing to calm the stormy waters between them. Plus, Gawain would have to use Davinia for his spoilt demands in the future, and she was bound to be happy about that.

      

      Caillen moved to a felled tree trunk lying beside the folly and sat down on it while he watched Emer. She used her skirt to help hold the flowers she gathered and made a pretty picture as she tiptoed amidst the bobbing flower heads, bending to sniff and pick as she pleased. He did not worry about the moss and bark staining his kilt. It was the same one he’d worn to the feast, and if he inhaled deeply, he was sure he could detect the faintest trace of lavender on it still.

      

      “Tell me why ye’re selecting those blooms, Emer,” he said, “and I’ll tell ye a Highland tale we have around these parts.”

      

      She looked up and smiled at him so sweetly when he said this, Caillen almost lost his train of thought.

      

      “Ye go first,” she said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Cú Chulainn was an ancient Gaelic hero. Ye ken the type o’ man I’m talking about: tall, dark, handsome, strong. It seems ye couldnae throw a stick in the auld days without hitting a man who fit that description back then!

      

      Everyone was on the lookout for a wife for Cú Chulainn. He being a hero and all, it was only fit and proper that he had a good wife so they could raise a family of wee heroes together.

      

      But the only woman he wanted was Emer.

      

      When he went to woo her, Emer would ask him riddles and then request he tell her one in return. After he had answered all her riddles and given her a few back, she shifted her promise and said she would only see him if he went off and did great deeds. She wanted the man she loved and married to be worthy.

      

      Emer’s clan was against the match. They set Cú Chulainn impossible tasks, but of course, he being a Gaelic hero, was able to do them. While he was off doing these quests, Emer’s clan sent her off to be married to some other man. But when the man heard Emer was in love with Cú Chulainn, he ran away. I suppose he thought it wasnae a good idea to marry an impossibly strong hero’s betrothed.

      

      When Cú Chulainn came back to claim Emer’s hand in marriage, the castle she lived in was fortified against him. The clan tried to keep him out, but he did the usual hero stuff – stormin’ the castle walls, knocking down the clan soldiers, abducting Emer from her tower, and stealing all their treasure while he was about it.

      

      When Emer saw Cú Chulainn  prove his prowess and love like that, she agreed to marry him then and there.”

      

      Emer had stopped picking flowers while she listened to Caillen’s story. “Is that a real tale, or did ye just make it up now?” she asked him, one eyebrow cocked with interest.

      

      Caillen raised his hand as though taking an oath, “I swear it’s a true tale told round these parts – I thought ye’d like to hear it because the lady’s name is the same as yer own.”

      

      “Thank ye, I did like hearing it – and ye told the story as well as a bard!” Emer said with a twinkle in her eye, “Ye must have heard some fabulous reports and legends on yer travels.”

      

      “That I did, lass,” Caillen said, his eyes glittering devilishly, “I’ll tell ye some more if ye show me which flowers ye pick, but now I want to ken the ones ye choose for yer own perfume as well as the one ye’re makin’ for yer sister.”

      

      Emer had never had a man interested in her receipts for soaps and perfume sticks before. And Caillen was such good company over and above their common interests. She beckoned him to join her, and he cheerfully jumped off the felled tree log and went to walk through the glade with her. She chatted to him in an artless way, as though he were a friend of long-standing; the sylvan setting was too unaffected by castle etiquette for them to be formal with one another.

      

      “I make soaps, pomades, scented toilette waters, as many concoctions as I am able. It has long been a passion of mine, even though on the farm we didnae need to hold perfume up to our noses to hide bad smells-like the folks have to do in Edinburgh town-I always used to look at nature’s floral bounty and wish I could keep it in a bottle with me forever. And so I taught meself how to!”

      

      Caillen was listening carefully, thoroughly enjoying himself, “I watched me mither make cordials when I was a bairn, is the process similar?”

      

      “Aye,” Emer nodded, “the methods are the same, but the rules are different. Back at the castle, Cook treasures her citrus fruits for fruit pies and flavoring. I take the peels and pith when she does nae want to use it to make candied peel because they are one of the secret scents used in perfume.”

      

      “Secret?” Caillen asked.

      

      “Aye, the craftsmen who create these highly desirable items are hardly likely to want simple country folk to steal their enigmatic receipts! They leave us maids and housewives to make our rose waters and leave it at that.”

      

      Caillen chuckled, saying, “Alright, go on.”

      

      Emer counted off the scents on her fingers, “I’ve said citrus, then there are aromatics, such as lavender and lemongrass,” she did not notice Caillen shift uncomfortably when she said that, “those scents are very dominant and are often the first impression ye will have of a perfume someone is wearing,”

      

      “I ken that well enough,” Caillen muttered under his breath.

      

      Emer continued, “then there are florals, such as rose and lilac, next comes greens, evocative of grass and springtime tree leaves, followed by fruits and spices-strawberry and apple or clove and cinnamon.”

      

      Emer stopped as she bent to pick some moss campion from a tree trunk and hold it to Caillen’s nose, “Then there are the woody scents: moss, cedar, pine, patchouli. And finally comes the balsams, like the exotic fragrance of vanilla or resin. Woody and balsam scents are the ones that linger in the nose, memory, and heart. If a maiden wears an evocative fragrance which scents the air and enters the soul, stories say it can be enough to tempt a man to desire her most fiercely.”

      

      She stopped to bend and pick her final flowers, then straightened and smiled at Caillen, “Consider yerself initiated into the mystery of perfumes now!”

      

      “The only perfume mystery I’m truly interested in, Emer, is what goes into the making of one o’ yers?” Caillen had to know the scent that haunted his dreams at night. Even after so many weeks since that one stolen kiss on the night of the feast, he was still able to close his eyes and instantly be transported back to the dark room by his memory. The heady scent of the woman; the soft, pliable lips, startled at first and then instinctively responding to his touch; the warm, feminine feeling of the girl’s body pressed against his own-one fragrance could trigger his recall into a subtly erotic response. Caillen was not sure if this was because the scent belonged to Emer, or because Emer belonged to the scent! But whichever attraction had come first, Caillen did not care. He was infatuated with the result.

      

      She walked back to where Menzies was tethered and carefully tipped the flowers and herbs from her skirt into the saddlebag. When she did this, her petticoats were exposed for a moment, and Caillen was able to see the material was darned and patched in many places and her dainty leather boots were worn and scuffed.

      

      When Emer was satisfied the flowers were safely stowed away and would not be crushed on the ride home, she began walking back to the folly and sat down on one of the white stone steps. There was a pillar on either side of her, and the tableau she presented to Caillen made him wish he were a painter.

      

      “I dinnae want to bore ye, Caillen,” she said as he came to sit next to her, “Tellin’ ye the source of some o’ me perfume ingredients necessitates going into me family’s roots. It can only be dreary work listenin’ to someone drone on about relatives one has never met.”

      

      “Nay, dinnae think me so shallow, lass!” Caillen protested, “I’m interested in learning about yer family. When all is said and done, two of the Wylie family are living under me roof, so it behooves me to ken everything I can, at least as far as ye and yer sister go.”

      

      Emer gave a wistful sigh, “Tell me to stop when ye’ve heard enough. The answer to both o’ yer questions-to ken me perfume ingredients and me family-ye should understand me mither’s faither, me grandfaither, Grandpère Bourgine, was from Paris. He was a traveling merchant. Bringing gewgaws and fallals to small villages where the inhabitants might otherwise never be able to see such finery.”

      

      She gave a small smile, “That was how me parents met-apparently ‘twas love at first sight. Mither never crossed the channel seas back to Paris. She must have really loved faither to give up her home, her faith, and her land. Grandfaither would visit once a year, and every time he would bring Davinia and me some exotic ingredient or trinket. Davinia loves to bake, so grandfaither would bring her mace, cloves, cinnamon, plums, and sugar loaves. That was what brought her to Maclachlan keep. Her pies were so well-liked by the local chieftain, he sent her here with a letter of recommendation.”

      

      “Yer grandfaither sounds like a generous man,” Caillen said. He had plucked a stalk of grass from the lawn and was chewing the end of it while lying back against one of the pillars.

      

      “Aye, he was,” Emer replied, “when he discovered me love of perfumes, he would bring the rarest ingredients for me delectation. When ye smell them, Caillen, yer mind is transported to spice markets far beyond our friendly shores. They evoke images of sultry seraglios and rooms heavy with the smoke of incense, places where ye can imagine women lying on silken sheets and page boys waving peacock feather fans above their heads to keep them cool.”

      

      Caillen and Emer lay with their backs against the white stone pillars, fleeting images of oriental splendor and rooms redolent with perfume and smoke wafting up to the ceiling in their thoughts.

      

      “And which one did ye use for yer very own?” Caillen wanted to know.

      

      Emer slid her hand into one of the concealed pockets sewn into her skirt and brought out a tiny piece of parchment, folded into a complicated rectangular shape. Carefully, she unfolded the paper; inside was a tiny amount of what looked like dark golden-brown sand. But when she opened the parchment and spread it flat, the air in the grove grew heavy with an invitingly soft floral aroma, and yet it was strangely reminiscent of a vanilla pod and an apple pie smothered in cinnamon powder, all at the same time.

      

      “What is it?” Caillen asked, knowing with absolute certainty Emer had been the girl in the room that night.

      

      “ ‘Tis tolu balsam. It’s a resin from a tree in the Americas. Have ye been there?”

      

      “Aye,” Caillen was happy to share information about his travels abroad with Emer, “I have been to that place. It’s huge–vast and huge-and so is the ocean ye have to cross to get there.”

      

      “Why then, I warned ye’d be bored by me insignificant stories about Paris,” Emer teased him as she folded the tolu balsam back into the parchment and stowed it away in her pocket.

      

      Caillen laughed, “I’ve been there too, and am envious o’ yer grandfaither having lived in such an interesting metropolis. The church graves there are the most tremendous boneyards-crypts and monuments stretching as far as the eye can see, circling the city walls in the most ominous fashion!”

      

      Emer wrinkled her nose, “It must look-and smell-odious. What business was it that took ye to these places? It sounds as if ye were a merchant like me grandfaither.”

      

      Caillen shrugged his shoulders, “Aye an’ nay, ye could say. I am more like an overseer. I make sure precious cargoes reach their destinations with nae mishaps along the way.”

      

      “That sounds very vague as a job description, Caillen,” Emer remarked.

      

      Caillen chuckled. He enjoyed the way Emer was not afraid to hold back her thoughts. She said exactly what was on her mind and champed at the bit with the idea of subterfuge.

      

      “The seas are a dangerous place, lass. Many things can go awry. When I’m on board, bad things dinnae happen. That’s a rare commodity in and of itself! And the cargoes get to where they have to be, meaning the places where they will fetch the highest prices, in the shortest time, by the swiftest route, and with nae problems getting in the way of everyone’s happiness. Have ye nae read yer Shakespeare? The Merchant o’ Venice? If Antonio had had me, he wouldnae had to sacrifice his pound o’ flesh. But then we’d nae have that stage play, and that would be a sore pity.”

      

      Fascinated, Emer asked more questions, “Is that why they have to press men into serving aboard ships? Because of the dangers?”

      

      Caillen shook his head, “None o’ the men onboard mine own ships are pressed. They are all free men, all have a share in the profits, and every one o’ them trusts me as I do them. It will nae work otherwise. Believe me when I say, ye should see how hard a man fights when it’s his own profits on the line. I have nae suffered a successful pirating or pilfering since I first set sail.”

      

      Emer looked at his sun-bronzed skin and where the ocean salts had tinted the top of his hair gold.

      

      “It sounds lovely, at least, ye make it do,” Emer said with admiration.

      

      “Ye make yer perfumes sound as appetizing as ye are yerself in the flesh, Emer,” Caillen spoke the words so softly, Emer thought she must have misunderstood the meaning behind them at first.

      

      She shifted her position, realizing her body was reclining in a seductive manner. When she sat up, she shook her skirts free of tiny grass seeds and pollen, trying to look business-like, but all she succeeded in doing was looking adorably nervous.

      

      “What I wanted to say, Caillen is this: at first, I thought ye were a frivolous person, only interested in having fun and nae happy to take on the responsibilities of Laird. But now I ken more of yer story, I must ask yer forgiveness for nae taking ye seriously.”

      

      Caillen got up and came toward her, holding out his hand to help her stand up. When Emer took his hand, he pulled her up but did not let her hand go. Instead, he brought her closer, saying,

      

      “And I must ask yer forgiveness for nae asking yer permission to do this,”

      

      And he kissed her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Could it be? His touch is so familiar to me, and yet it’s impossible. What would a Laird be doing up in castle turret, grabbing women as they come into the room, and forcing them to kiss him? It makes nae sense!

      

      Emer recognized his kiss from the very moment his mouth pressed against hers. The taste of his lips, the soft roughness of his beard, even the way his arms held her by the waist, compelling her body to come closer toward him, it was-it had to be-the man from the east wing tower on the night of the feast, but she could not be entirely sure.

      

      And Emer had to admit to herself Caillen’s kiss was just as sweet as before and twice as welcome now that she knew it was he who was holding her.

      

      There was something so tempting about the way Caillen felt when he held her in his embrace. His mouth, honey-sweet from mead, hungrily pressed against her lips, demanding she part them open to accept a deeper, longer intimacy. The tip of his tongue probed her mouth, insistent and yet utterly desirable. It was only a kiss, but Emer felt other parts of her body burst with a tingling sensation. It flooded her from the top of her head to the tips of her toes, and it made her want to sink into the flower-strewn grass and lie down with him until she felt satisfied.

      

      There would be no pushing him away this time. Emer, unaware she was even doing it, raised her arms and wrapped them around Caillen, wanting him closer just as much as he wanted her. She was so immersed in their kiss, she ran her hands along his broad, muscular shoulders and over the back of his neck without thinking as to why she felt the need to do so, reveling in the feeling of his hard body underneath her eager touch. To Emer, his skin seemed warmed by the sun, unaware the heat was rising in her body quickly.

      

      A young woman, new to sensual pleasures of any kind, she was caught up in a whirlwind of sensations and thoughts. Just living for the moment, every heartbeat brought a different heightened feeling. She let his kiss devour her, their breathing rose and fell as one, the forest noises faded away, even the breeze and sunshine seemed to diminish because everything was about this kiss, this intoxicating closeness.

      

      Unaware she did it, Emer gave a soft moan of pleasure, as though her voice had no other way of expressing her bliss.

      

      Caillen stopped but did not move away. All he did was move his mouth a fraction from her own and ask, “Was that an ‘aye’ or a ‘nay’? Or did ye want to say ye’re enjoying this as much as I am?”

      

      Even though he was smiling, Emer could see his dark eyes were full of an intense passion, barely held back, but with enough discipline inside the gaze that she was not afraid he would lose restraint if her desire did not match his own.

      

      “Oh,” she whispered, “it’s so nice, more than nice, everything I’ve ever dreamed of, but...,”

      

      “Oh nay,” Caillen joked, “dinnae tell me there’s a ‘but,’”

      

      Emer could not stop giggling helplessly. This man always managed to find a way to make her laugh or itch to give him a piece of her mind!

      

      “But...ye’re the Laird, and I’m a maid. Ye’re me master, and I’m in yer employ. I need time to think about how this makes me appear in the eyes of others, and, and...everything!”

      

      He gave her waist one last squeeze and released her from his grasp.

      

      “As much as I would like to say those things mean nothing to me, I have the feeling ye would be ready to bend me ear with all o’ yer objections, lass, so I’ll allow ye some time to consider yer-our-new position,” the quirky grin Caillen showed her when he said this reassured Emer he was not upset with her sudden reluctance to carry on kissing.

      

      Her mind was in a whirl, and her body was still recovering from the way his kiss had made her feel. It was as if her situation and circumstances had tapped her abruptly on the shoulder to remind her what she was doing was possibly unwise.

      

      Emer hated put-offs and excuses, so she was grateful when Caillen simply wrapped his arm around her waist and walked her to where Menzies was grazing. It was almost a companionable silence, and except for the slight protective tightness Emer felt Caillen’s arm give her, there was no other gesture to suppose him unhappy with her decision to go home.

      

      She did not see the tussock in the grass and tripped. Caillen, still with a firm hold around her waist, caught her before she hit the ground. It was fortunate he did because it would have been a nasty fall otherwise. Emer’s feet had lifted off the grass, and she would have been splayed across the lawn if he was not for Caillen’s arm. She flailed helplessly for a second before her feet made contact with earth once more and could then rectify her balance.

      

      For that brief time, Emer grabbed hold of Caillen’s kilt with her hands, trying desperately to stop the fall. Her cheek brushed against the tartan, and she inhaled the faded smell of lavender. There was no doubt in her mind that this man holding her and setting her gently back on her feet was the same one who had placed the first kiss she had ever had on her surprised lips.

      

      The realization made her shy.

      

      “I’m sorry to be such a bother..., if ye would be so kind as to carry me back to where Bessie is tethered..., I would be much obliged,” Emer found it hard to meet his gaze and was relieved when Caillen tossed her back into the saddle in a business-like fashion, saying,

      

      “I’m takin’ ye home, lass, just in case there are any more bumps or hidden steps to hinder yer progress. I’ll send a groom to fetch yer palfrey. Then we will be back at the keep in time for supper, and none the wiser. What d’ye say to that.”

      

      Feeling a bit less shy now, Caillen’s keen eyes were no longer looking at her as though she was a particularly tempting morsel he wanted to eat. Emer relaxed, leaned back with her head against his chest, and enjoyed the ride home.

      

      When she saw the castle towers poking above the hills in front of her, Emer felt strange that the magnificent place was now very much her home. She looked forward to seeing the progress the builders had made that day. A certain amount of excitement welled up when she thought about the ideas she could give Caillen for his renovations. A conservatory, a greenhouse, a circular skylight at the top of a ceiling dome; now she knew all of his wealth had been made legitimately, although not without risk - no matter how lightly he wanted to disguise his adventures, Emer could not wait to help him turn the keep into a place of beauty.

      

      Davinia was waiting for Emer in what used to be their shared bedchamber. Her face was wreathed in smiles, so Emer was assured Gawain had been working his charm on his previous maid. Davinia, so absorbed in her own good news, did not think to question why Emer had returned to the castle keep so late or how she had managed to squash her bonnet.

      

      “The Laird explained to me that Gawain is nae longer happy with yer help and was sorry he ever let me go in the first place. He said Gawain was too shy and embarrassed to say this to me, but he regrets taking ye on! Can ye believe it? Gawain missed me and wanted me back. I cleaned his room and attended to his needs all day. It was heaven! I asked him about the kerchief, and he said he gave it to ye when ye bumped yer head-just as ye said. Are ye nae happy for me?”

      

      Emer, very aware that none of Davinia’s supposed good news had actually come from Gawain himself, except the fact about the kerchief, returned her sister’s smile gladly,

      

      “Y’see, Davi, it was all just a mistake. I...I’m sorry for any upset I caused ye. Will ye come back and sleep here again? The dairymaid snores loud enough to wake the dead.”

      

      Both sisters laughed at this, and Davinia left to bring her clothing back into their little bedchamber. Emer was still glowing from her idyllic afternoon. So delightful the last half of the day had been, it had blocked out the memory of her failed attempt to follow Caillen to Lachlainn. But she was pleased to let bygones be bygones with her sister and relieved to have a friend in the castle once more.

      

      But, was not Caillen a friend? After what had occurred between them that day, she was not sure how to describe him anymore. Everything had changed.

      

      This much I do ken. He’s made his gold above the table, and he’s nae getting it from the Sutherlands. And for the life of me, I cannae see any dark purpose in the man. He’s generous with his time and money, and he seems to expend a lot of his energy on forging better trading links for everyone who lives within or close to his domains.

      

      Emer made up her mind to go and tell Gawain what she thought of his silly suspicions on the morrow. She was tempted to add another mite of information to the report she planned on giving him: Gawain had too much time on his hands! It was playing havoc with whatever logical thought process he had before his brother arrived back at the keep to shoulder the responsibilities of Lairdship. Instead of allowing apprehension and misgivings to take over his life, Gawain should get out of his bedchamber and see how he could help his brother improve the castle and clan.

      

      While waiting for Davinia, Emer let her thoughts drift to the comforting horse ride she and Caillen had shared together. As the evening dusk had crept into the sky and the breeze become sharp, he had unpinned the great kilt from his shoulder and wrapped it around both of them as Menzies plodded home. The horse did not have to be guided; Menzies knew its way back to the stables without having to be told. Caillen had leant to the side and pulled a small flask of whisky out of the saddlebag. He had offered it to her first, saying, “Dinnae fash, lass, Mistress Burroughs is nae here to scold us,” so she had taken a wee sip.

      

      It had been such a cozy, happy way to spend the last few hours of their day out together-Emer did not want to ruin it by asking him the burning question she had in her mind-what had he been doing up in the turret on the night of the feast and why had he grabbed and kissed her?

      

      When they reached the keep gateway, the guards stood to attention and let them pass. To spare Emer any awkward questions the next time she encountered a guard, which was every day because Caillen still had sentries posted outside the library, he covered her head with a portion of the great kilt. Emer gave a suppressed giggle under the tartan, and Caillen had given her waist a conspiratorial squeeze.

      

      At the stables, he vaulted easily out of the saddle and reached up to lift Emer down.

      

      It was now fully dark, and there were no stable hands or grooms to light their way with a lantern. But it did not matter; the moon was bright and rising steadily into the night sky. It provided them with enough light for walking and a few other things.

      

      “May I have one last kiss to tide me over until the next time, Em?” Caillen said after guiding her carefully over the cobblestones in the stable yard.

      

      His request was unanswerable. What did he mean ‘next time’- it was impossible to put what she felt into words – it was just easier to stand on tiptoes and gently brush her lips against the side of his cheek. When her mouth connected with his beard and felt the soft bristles, the same thrill coursed through her body.

      

      “Thank ye for a lovely day, Caillen. I bid ye good night,”

      

      And with those words, he had to be content. He raised her hand to his lips, gave it a lingering kiss right in the middle of her palm, and then stood back to let her enter the door.

      

      Emer, remembering how she had been asked to use the servants’ side door entrance when she first came to live at the keep, had walked into the great hall entrance and up to her bedchamber with many thoughts whirling in her mind. Thus it was how Davinia found her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Davinia had risen the moment the sky began to lighten the next morning.

      

      “I’m going to knead out the pastry and bread we need for dinner and then make all haste to Gawain’s bedchamber,” she had informed her sleepy sister with an excited giggle, “I want to bring him something nice to break his fast and then tidy his beautiful clothes away.”

      

      “Why does nae his manservant do that for him,” Emer asked sleepily from underneath her bed covers.

      

      “I suppose the valets used to me doin’ it for him. But he spends so much time flirting with the maids and riding to Lachlainn doing errands for Gawain, he must run out of sufficient hours in the day!” Davinia was taking care with her hair in the looking glass. She carefully untied the rags she wrapped into her hair every night to reveal over a dozen perfectly formed golden ringlets.

      

      “What errands does he perform for Gawain in Lachlainn every day?” Emer popped her head out from under the sheet, thoroughly interested in this disclosure, “Nae, even Caillen finds it necessary to make his way there much more than once or twice a se’ennight.”

      

      Davinia spun away from the mirror, a shocked look on her face, “Em! Whatever will ye say next? Dinnae ye forget Gawain used to oversee the keep and do all its transactions on behalf of the auld Laird before Caillen saw fit to stop living his frivolous life and return home to do his duty. And with the auld Laird getting sicker every day, ‘twas nae a moment too soon.”

      

      Emer, now fully awake, sat up in bed, saying, “But ye have nae answered me question. What are these errands the valet is meant to be discharging on Gawain’s behalf in Lachlainn every day?”

      

      Davinia, back in front of the mirror, pinning the ringlets on top of her head, said blithely, “Gawain must have to look after the business when Caillen is too lazy or too busy having fun. Gawain is so long-suffering, and he does it all out of the goodness of his heart, even though he is nae recognized as Laird or given any credit for the good works he does on behalf of the clan..., it’s a cryin’ shame.”

      

      Emer was acutely aware Davinia spoke like a willing disciple, happy to swallow the spoilt, selfish bletherings Gawain was most likely feeding her. She said nothing more and watched her elder sister give a fond wave and leave, shutting the door behind her.

      

      She sat in bed for a few minutes, staring at the door and thinking about what Davinia had just told her.

      

      Gawain obviously has some secret agenda, and he seems most willing to pour into the ears of any Wylie lass who comes his way. Well, today’s the day I tell him me spying days are through!

      

      It made her blood boil to think of Gawain telling lies about Caillen. The indolent brat was happily taking all the credit for the good works being done on clan land and living a life of luxury under the same roof as his brother, yet he was also happy to use any opportunity he could to stir up trouble. Emer had seen Gawain’s clothes; they had not been paid for by Caillen, so Gawain must have been dipping his fingers into the Maclachlan coffers freely to be able to afford them.

      

      Emer lay a-bed, glowering at the door as though it were possible for Gawain to feel her wrath through the wood. Then she remembered the night Caillen had come into her bedchamber to see how she was doing after being laid low by illness. They had stood together at the door, and he had gone to the washstand to inhale the scent of her soap.

      

      He kent! He kent then I were the maiden from the east tower! He recognized me perfume. This is madness...I have nae been able to forget the man who kissed me, and it seems as though Caillen feels the same way about me.

      

      Galvanized by this sudden deduction, Emer jumped out of bed and began dressing. She had to get to Gawain’s room after her sister had tidied it and left to tell him his assumptions were wrong, and she would spy for him no longer. Even though she was in a hurry, she still wanted to be in her best looks when she went to the library later on in the day. She unwrapped her ringlets and piled the luxuriant curls on top of her head, leaving two long, thick spirals to fall down her back.

      

      There was a knock on the door she had been glaring at not fifteen minutes before. Emer thought it might be the dairymaid who had forgotten some of her hairpins and ribands in the small saucer on top of the dresser.

      

      When she opened it, the local seamstress was standing there with her arms full of clothes. She was married to the captain of the guard and employed to do all the alterations and sewing the castle occupants required.

      

      “Good day to ye, Emer,” she said, as Emer bobbed a curtsey to the older lady, “This is for ye-,” and she brandished clothes in Emer’s startled face, “’tis some o’ me best work, ye lucky girl! I made it for a chieftain’s wife who was journeying to Edinburgh, but ye get to have it instead. It’s fit for one o’ those grand ladies at Holyrood to wear.”

      

      She laid the clothes down on the bed and went out the door, saying, “I must rush. I have to make another set for the chieftain’s wife now!”

      

      And on those words, she was gone.

      

      Slightly bemused by her unexpected visitor, Emer went to sift through the pile of cambric and lace on the bed. She found two underskirts, two petticoats, and an undershift, made from the finest cotton muslin. Beneath the heap of beautifully made garments lay a pair of lady’s riding boots. They were crafted out of soft, supple leather, hemmed around just above the ankles with handwoven black stitching, and they had the neatest, most elegant heels. Emer’s current boots were a serviceable pair of shoes, made for walking muddy fields and to fit in the wide stirrups on Bessie’s saddle.

      

      Emer found a hastily scrawled note underneath the pile. With shaking hands, she broke the seal and read:

      

      “Keep these. Wear these. No one will know – unless they peek under your skirts! – C”

      

      It was from Caillen. For one moment, Emer could only crush the note against her chest, trying to restrain the impulse she had to run down the stairs and hug him. How could he have known? Her petticoats were always snagging on fire grates and burning on hot coals when she knelt to sweep out the hearth. She and Davinia would spend many an evening darning their clothes by candlelight.

      

      This reminded Emer. She took one of the underskirts and one of the petticoats and laid them on her sister’s bed. It would be a nice surprise for Davinia when she finished work that evening.

      

      Then, after allowing the gorgeously soft, lacy fabric to ripple over her skin as she put it on, Emer finished dressing and went downstairs.

      

      It was time to speak to Gawain.
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        * * *

      

      Emer had to wait until nearly dinner time before she was able to catch Gawain alone in his chambers.

      

      The sun had almost reached its zenith before Gawain’s manservant, Campbell, indolently opened the dressing room door to invite her in. Emer had to bite back the scathing words she wanted to say to Gawain when she was finally allowed to approach him. He was, after all, the son of a Laird.

      

      He was reclining on his favorite chaise, patting his lips with a napkin after eating a bowl of summer ripened raspberries, and beckoned her closer with one careless white hand.

      

      “I’m glad ye’re here without me having to summon ye. What news do ye have for me? It better be useful information, mind ye, or else I will be forced to think ye’re nae putting all yer effort into it,” Gawain said, screwing his napkin into a crumpled ball and flinging it at her feet.

      

      Emer used her new full skirts to hide the fact her hands were forming tight fists on either side of her. Yet, despite her anger, she was fascinated with how Gawain’s moods and way of speaking seemed to come and go on a whim.

      

      One minute it’s ‘sweet Emer’ and the next it’s ‘put all yer effort into it’ – even when there’s nae mention of who will benefit the most out of all o’ this.

      

      Doing a good job of hiding her scorn, Emer bobbed a curtsey, saying, “Ye’ll be glad to hear this is me last visit to ye then if ye have a suspicion I’m nae working hard enough.”

      

      Gawain sat upright, “What d’ye mean yer ‘last visit’? Have ye discovered something worthwhile? I will be so happy and pleased with ye if ye have, dear Emer. I had quite given up hope of ye proving me right. Remember, any little detail or conversation ye might have overheard, nae matter how insignificant ye think it is, could help me.”

      

      Emer moved over to where Gawain reclined on the chaise and took a seat on the small stool beside it. She had to remove the empty bowl that had contained the raspberries first. Gawain seemed a bit taken back by her casual attitude, but Emer knew she was safe from him taking umbrage at her actions while he believed her to have useful information.

      

      “Remind me again why ye want me to spy on yer brither, please, sir?” Emer wanted to see if Gawain was able to keep track of all the blandishments he uttered.

      

      Rather surprised by how Emer had taken charge of the conversation, but desperate to find out what she had to tell him, Gawain looked at the ceiling as he tried to recall his words,

      

      “Erm, erm..., I showed ye the letter..., after the attack,” Gawain screwed his eyes shut to better remember, “it revealed a conspiracy. I asked ye to follow me brither at every chance ye had to find out where he gets his gold and what he’s up to, generally speaking..., I think that’s it. Now tell me what ye have found out!”

      

      Emer was not convinced, “Where did ye find the letter again?”

      

      Gawain froze. His face was easier to read than he realized. One part showed his impatience to get the latest news Emer said she had for him, and the other part of his face showed a desperate blank where the obviously false memory should be.

      

      Nothing daunted, Gawain decided to take a chance, “I must have found it in one of his coat pockets or something, what it nae something like that? It was so long ago that I disremember.”

      

      This time, Emer did not even bother keeping the scorn out of her voice, “So long ago?!” Ye’re saying ye cannae recall where ye found one of the most important letters of yer life-so important ye were willing to ask a housemaid to spy on yer brither?”

      

      Gawain turned on the charm again, “Truly, Emer sweetheart, I cannae remember. I suffered the deepest shock after being pierced by the arrow! That silly medicine ye gave addled me brains. It’s actually yer fault I cannae think straight.”

      

      Emer stood up from the stool and looked down on Gawain as he lay there on the chaise, blinking his angelic blue eyes and licking his lips, a furtive half-smile on his face.

      

      “Caillen Maclachlan is a kind and helpful man, sir. The only thing I have to report is his unceasing efforts to better the clan and improve the Highlands as much as he can. He likes to crack a joke and is very fond of teasing, but if those are crimes, then I have yet to hear about it.”

      

      Emer stopped to take a deep breath after her outburst and then continued, “This is why ye will nae be asking me to spy on him again, and why I will refuse to do it even if ye did!”

      

      Gawain jerked upright, “Are ye telling me ye have nae proper news whatsoever? What about his frequent communications with the ports? What’s all that? What do those letters say an’ where is he hiding the gold? Ye have to keep digging, girl, until ye have something I can use. Surely ye can see he’s a wolf in sheep’s clothing?”

      

      Emer wondered if Gawain tended to only hear what he wanted to hear, and then she remembered her speculation Gawain had maybe grown up never knowing what it was like for someone to say the word ‘nay’ to him.

      

      I have a feeling it’s Gawain who’s the wolf...in lamb’s clothing.

      

      “Yer brither’s nae some evil Machiavellian puppet master, sir,” she sighed, “he’s a good man who has only the good of the castle keep in mind. Please stop yer ceaseless prying-ye will nae find anything: from me or from anyone else.”

      

      She turned to leave through the dressing room door, just as she always did. But this time, things were different. This time a miraculously agile Gawain had leapt off the chaise and was there to block her way.

      

      “Nay so fast, wench!” he snarled.

      

      Emer was too shocked by Gawain’s unexpected energy to feel fear at first. But then he slammed his hand against the doorpost, his outstretched arm speeding past her face to stop her leaving, and nearly taking her nose off in the process. Emer gasped instinctively and felt the bridge of her nose to see if his hand had marked it when his fingers skimmed over the tip.

      

      “Dinnae act the defenseless maiden. I’m quick to pick up on yer artful tricks. Me hand didnae even touch ye,” Gawain sneered.

      

      Lost for polite words, Emer snapped, “Let me be the judge of whether I suffered any damage; I’ll thank ye.”

      

      Gawain turned the key in his door, put it in his pocket, and sauntered back to the chaise, saying, “Ye give me indigestion, girl, but somehow, I have lost faith in yer abilities or willingness to go and brew me a posset to cure it.”

      

      He looked at Emer when he said this and was not surprised to see a vengeful look in her eyes that affirmed the words he had just said out loud.

      

      “Yer big bowlful o’ raspberries might have something to do with that,” she whispered - her tone every bit as sarcastic and biting as his own words had been.

      

      “What was that ye said?” Gawain wanted to know.

      

      “Naught,” Emer said glibly, “I only mentioned the big shipment of gold coming into port this week wouldnae be enough for me to spy for ye anymore.”

      

      When Gawain’s eyes grew large with excitement when he heard this, all of Emer’s suspicions were confirmed, “I ken well ye have nae other motive in yer heart than to enrich yerself in some way through these tactics, sir. And afore ye begin with yer blandishments again, ken this: the Wylie girls are nae blind. Sooner or later, me sister will see through yer cajoling ways as easily as I do, and then ye will be undone.”

      

      The charming smile Gawain had plastered on his lips twisted when he listened to Emer’s pointed words. Seeing his cozening ways were of no more use to him, Gawain resorted to blackmail.

      

      “Let me see now,” he mused out loud, “A pair of girls, not from these parts, and the two most recent additions to the castle keep, want to spread rumors about the younger son of the auld Laird...,” he pressed one finger to his lips as though giving the proposition much thought, “Hmmm, let me try to hazard a guess. Who will be believed? The Laird’s son or the newcomers?”

      

      Emer, disgusted with his thinking, retorted, “Leave me sister out o’ yer calculations, sir. She still enjoys listening to yer sorry tarradiddles about how loathsome yer brither is.”

      

      Gawain gave her a self-satisfied grin, “Ah, aye, she does love to listen to whatever I choose to tell her. But, unfortunately, ye dinnae.”

      

      A dreadful silence descended over the room. Gawain and Emer stood with locked eyes; one defiant and revolted, the other scheming and thoughtful.

      

      “I never trusted ye entirely, ye ken,” Gawain said, “ye’re half as trusting as yer sister and twice as sharp – nae a good combination,” he sighed, as though what he was about to say next pained him, “Fortunately, I prepared for something like this. I have hidden damning evidence proving ye are, indeed, spying for the Sutherlands. It’s secreted in an unknown compartment in yer bedchamber, so dinnae try looking for it – ye will fail.”

      

      Emer did not think it was possible for her to hate someone with whom she did not even have great familiarity, but she was wrong. At this moment, she hated Gawain Maclachlan.

      

      Gawain was not ready to let his concerned facade disappear entirely. He continued,

      

      “Ye have nae proof I had anything to do with the spying, the sabotage, the attack, or the letters, Emer. Are ye really willing to bet yer life, yer job, and yer sister’s happiness on a vague suspicion?”

      

      Seeing her waver, Gawain continued, “Go away a few days and give more thought into what ye’re claiming. The son of the auld Laird and brither of the new one is trying to destabilize how the clan earns its money; is giving away their secrets, pacts, and agreements? For what gain? And to their rival clan of all people? It makes nae sense what ye’re saying.”

      

      Emer hesitated. What Gawain said, in point of fact, sounded plausible. But there were so many other things that simply did not add up. She felt helpless, powerless, and realized she might have acted without even knowing if her hunch was correct. The inappropriateness of what she had said to Gawain and how she had behaved wanted to make her sink into the ground with shame.

      

      Satisfied his words had finally made her rethink her stance, Gawain went to the door, unlocked it, and flung it wide open.

      

      “Go,” he said to her, jerking his head in the direction of the dressing room, “think about what I’ve said, and remember I can have ye and yer sister outside the castle keep’s gateway in the blink of an eye, before the year’s much older.”

      

      Emer did as she was told.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      “Thank ye, thank ye, dearest sister! These clothes are so pretty. Where did ye get them?”

      

      Davinia was jumped around gleefully in their bedchamber. Emer still felt numb from her encounter with Gawain at dinnertime earlier in the day but had managed to hide it well as she had finished up her tasks and household chores. The two girls had gone up to bed together after Emer had helped Davinia complete her kitchen duties.

      

      If she was honest with herself, Gawain’s treacherous behavior had made Emer completely forget the thrilling present she had received that morning.

      

      “Um..., maybe it’s from a secret admirer, Davi, or from one o’ the upstairs guests who sometimes visit the keep. I have to attend many rich chieftain’s wives when they stay over and have the chance to tell them how beautiful they look in all their finery. Perhaps one felt sorry for me and gave me her auld garments? I really have nae idea, but let’s nae look a gift horse in the mouth.”

      

      Davinia was too happy to make further enquiries.

      

      “Really, ye think so? What a wonderful gesture of kindness. These clothes seem to be brand new. If ye have a secret admirer in the keep, let’s hope he keeps wooing ye!” After making this statement, Davina gave what she had just said a bit more thought and then added the proviso, “As long as it’s nae Mister Banting,” she pulled a face, “He could give me an entire closet of ballgowns, and it wouldnae be enough for me to want to marry him!”

      

      Emer gave a tired chuckle at these words, “ Me too,” she agreed, and the sisters got ready for bed; one whose mind was full of how she could flash her new petticoats at Gawain the next day, and the other with her mind in turmoil over what Gawain had said to her at dinnertime.

      

      For the next few days, Emer kept herself away from Caillen. She would wait for him to leave the library before cleaning, watched the passageway keenly to see when he left his bedchamber and then dart in there to tidy it up, and even ignored a direct request Mistress Burroughs gave her to go and meet Laird Maclachlan in the dining room. Emer felt hunted.

      

      She had no seeds of doubt about Caillen anymore. He was, and always had been as far as she was concerned, an upright man with nothing to hide.

      

      It was as if the last few weeks’ events had done something to her. First, she had been a spy for Gawain, then she had allowed Caillen to make loving advances to her in the grove, then he had showered gorgeous clothing on her, and before she had even had time to thank him, his brother had threatened her with dismissal if she did not unearth some juicy bit of information about Caillen for him.

      

      Emer was shattered. Her head pounded with an ache, even her strongest medicine would not be able to relieve, and her stomach churned as though she had eaten a feast.

      

      The lies! The deception! The blackmail! The feeling of his mouth on me lips!

      

      These words swirled around her mind all day and night until exhausted sleep claimed her. And even in her dreams, Emer felt trapped and pursued by light and dark forces. One night, after the second time she had ignored a request she join Caillen, this one delivered to her by a worried-looking Gilby, there was a soft knock on her door. It was late enough for Davinia to be asleep, but Emer was lingering on the verge of descending back into her nightmarish dreams.

      

      The knock came again.

      

      Shaking with confusion and stress, Emer ignored the knock. The sound did not come again, and she heard the soft noise of boots walking back down the stone stairs.

      

      I cannae take any more of this. I must leave for a spell or die from these incessant anxious thoughts.

      

      And with that decision made, Emer was able to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      She woke with the birdsong the next morning. Still wearing her nightgown and with the rags still wrapped in her hair, Emer stood at the dresser in her bedchamber and withdrew Caillen’s note from where it was wrapped up in one of her stockings.

      

      There was a much-mended quill she kept in the pocket of her round gown pinafore and a small pot of sooty ink in the chest. She put them on top of the dresser and then carefully spread out Caillen’s note – she needed to use the other side of the parchment. It gave her heart a pang when she knew she would not be able to keep his short letter as a memento anymore, but it was more important she communicate to him what it was she needed to do.

      

      “Dear Laird Maclachlan, -”

      

      Emer stopped writing and thought hard about the best way to express her feelings while the ink dried on the quill nib. Her mind made up, Emer dipped the quill in ink once more and continued,

      

      “I can never thank you enough for all the many kindnesses and attention you have bestowed on me since my arrival at the keep. Because of yer considerate actions and conversations, it is now easy for me to call the Maclachlan keep my home.

      

      Perhaps it is for this very reason that I must leave for a while. I feel the need to return to Nethy and see how the folks do there. It was once my home, and the ties should not weaken just because I have been made so welcome and comfortable here.

      

      Remember those three fields at the bottom of the mountain I told you about? Maybe there’s an interested buyer for them. Davinia has three and twenty years this winter, and we must start thinking of a dowry for her.

      

      I beg your pardon for rambling on about family again, but it is important to me – I have only one close family member left.

      

      I have no words to express my deepest admiration for you, sir.

      

      I pray you to understand my leave of absence and sanction it with Mistress Burroughs, so I may return to the keep without a cloud of censure hanging over my head.

      

      Sir, I remain,

      

      Your very obedient and eternally grateful servant

      

      Emer Wylie

      

      P.S. Please tell Davinia I have gone to look at selling the fields. - E

      

      It did not take long to wrap a change of underclothes in a shawl and steal quietly out of the door. She hid her traveling cloak in a basket to avoid any questions as to why she was leaving. Then Emer went to the staff’s kitchen dining room and took some day-old bannocks from the basket. Before she left the room, she stared at the passageway stairs leading down to the long table. It was where the footmen and pageboys would wait for a summons from guests, and the kitchen staff would relax and chat after a hard day’s work.

      

      A gentle smile crossed her face as she remembered she had been sitting right there when Caillen had overheard her scathing opinion of him. Instead of getting angry, he had pretended to be a wounded dandy, overwrought by her unfair judgement. It was the first time she had met him...

      

      Nay, wait! I keep forgetting! I met him for the first time several hours before, up in the tower room. How could I forget that! The sweetest meeting I could have wished for?

      

      Emer sighed, took one last look around the kitchen where she had found refuge after the fire, and then walked to the library. The sentries were still posted outside the door, alert, muskets upright, and eyes open.

      

      They recognized Emer and made to let her in.

      

      “Well met, Emer,” one of them said with a smile, “the cock has hardly begun to crow, and ye’re here to clean the room already. Why are ye going about yer chores so early or so late at night these days? We heard the Laird saying to Gilby only t’other day that he misses yer willingness to read through all his letters for mistakes.”

      

      Emer indicated she was not there to enter.

      

      “Thank ye, MacGill, but I dinnae have to clean the library this day. Please will ye give this note to his Lairdship?” she handed the guard the twisted parchment, “and tell him I have to return home to Nethy for a spell.”

      

      The guard kept his musket upright, saying, “Nay, Emer, ‘tis nae problem if ye go in and lay in down on the Laird’s desk yerself. If he does nae see it or come by the library today, I will remind him of it – ‘tis all.”

      

      Emer nodded, opened the door, and went inside. The library smelled of old books, ink, oiled wood, fire ash, and whisky. This is where Caillen met with castle visitors to discuss business. The atmosphere, once reminiscent of the old Laird’s deteriorating health, was now evocative of Caillen’s industrious presence.

      

      She went to the desk and ran her hand over the leather armchair where he would sit and write. The memory of him breaking off writing across the parchment, carefully placing the quill back into the inkpot, stretching his weary back, and flexing his cramped fingers brought a soft smile to her lips.

      

      Giving herself a shake to reaffirm her resolve, Emer put the twisted letter on the desk, gave one last look around, and left for the stables. Bessie had been brought back from the croft on the road to Lachlainn, well-groomed and stuffed full of oats. The palfrey gave a whicker when it saw Emer and bounced its head up and down.

      

      “Sssh,” Emer patted the pony’s nose and gave it a small piece of the bannock she was nibbling on, “Save all this excitement for the road.”

      

      Not half an hour later, mistress and pony were out the keep gateway and on the road leading to Nethy. Emer only looked back once and then kept her concentration on the road stretching in front of her, a determined expression on her face.

      

      It took two days to ride back to Nethy. Emer realized, as Bessie carried her back towards the Cairngorm mountains, the route appeared to her as though it were the first time she saw it. Only then did it occur to Emer that the shock and tragedy of her parents’ death must have placed her into some kind of stupefied trance. It was a miracle she had found her way to Maclachlan keep at all.

      

      Riding Bessie necessitated a slower pace, but Emer was happy to keep her eyes on the lookout for recognizable landmarks once she had left the castle far behind her. Even after sharing half the gold with Davinia, she still had quite a little nest egg left for herself. She had heard Caillen mention that gold could earn interest at a very agreeable rate when it was invested in merchant ship cargoes, but that sounded far-fetched to a girl who had been brought up in a village, where any spare gold was kept buried at the bottom of the garden.

      

      And even with the gold their parents’ legacy had left them, their annual salaries at the castle, and the vails guests gave them as gratuities, Davinia still would not have a substantial amount for her dowry – not if she wanted to find herself a handsome farmer or local tradesman as a husband.

      

      But what about me? Why am I only concerned about Davinia? Is it because I dinnae want her to wear the willow for that awful Gawain? Or is it because I’m unwilling to contemplate being with anyone else?

      

      Anyone else but whom?

      

      Emer, alone with her chaotic thoughts on the ride back to Nethy, had plenty of time to think about why she found the idea of obtaining a dowry for her own marriage repugnant.

      

      If I were to find a man who wanted to marry me, he would have to fit into my image of what a man should look like and behave.

      

      Emer began to count off the characteristics she wanted in the husband of her dreams.

      

      He must be tall and strong. That goes without saying.

      

      I dinnae think I could bear the thought of being with any man unless he were dark with thoughtful dark brown eyes that can twinkle with laughter when they want to.

      

      He should have sun-bronzed skin and muscles made prominent from activity too.

      

      Now that I have given it a bit more thought, I like the idea of me husband having hair of goodly length, but nae hanging down his back all the time. Tying it into a knot at the nape of his neck seems like a very practical thing to do.

      

      Leather trews or kilt? I care nae – both are attractive garments if the legs wearing them are muscular and long.

      

      Good rider? – aye. Intelligent and educated enough to hold a decent conversation? – Most certainly, however, nae so learned as to have nae sense of humor. Me perfect man must be able to crack a joke. Imagine living with a surly man who cannae make ye laugh? How dreadful!

      

      I want him to have a beard, cut close enough so that his mouth and jawline can be seen, but still thick enough it scratches most delightfully when he kisses me.

      

      And so the road to Nethy was made very pleasurable as Emer considered the man of her dreams.

      

      She was positive the image of her perfect mate had appeared in her dreams consistently for the past three months, at least. It was just a matter of finding such a person.

      

      By the time Emer reached the newly constructed Nethy village, her mood had been lightened considerably by her happy thoughts along the road. She tethered Bessie to the rails outside the new inn - its stone walls were the same, but it had a new slate roof over it – and went inside to ask directions to where Ernest the sexton now resided.

      

      After organizing hay and water for Bessie with the inn’s groom, she walked to where Ernest was overseeing the construction of a new kirk.

      

      “Emer!” the young man said with surprise, “What brings ye back here? Is Davinia well down at the castle keep? We hear rumors of another war brewing between the Sutherlands and the Maclachlan's. Is it true?”

      

      Emer, always amused at how scandals and sensational stories somehow seemed to make their way to the Cairngorms in greatly exaggerated form, smiled at Ernest.

      

      She indicated at the solid construction of the kirk and said, “I stand in admiration of yer handiwork, Ernest. At least the synod has done right by the villagers,” she sat down on one of the blocks of stone the masons had left behind after rebuilding the walls, “Davi is well, ye’ll be pleased to ken.”

      

      Ernest sat down next to her on the stone, “I’m pleased to hear about Davi, and I can see ye’re happy too, Emer. The villagers often mention both o’ ye in their prayers. And that clan war we keep hearing about? What say ye to all that?”

      

      Before she answered, Emer had to get her own thoughts in order about how she should describe the incessant antagonism coming from the Sutherlands. To her, it seemed inexplicable. She decided to answer the question with one of her own.

      

      “What do ye ken about it, Ernest?

      

      Ernest stood up and held his hand out to her to help her off the stone block, “Our new clergyman kens more about the history of the situation than I. Come, I will introduce ye to him.”

      

      Emer followed behind the sexton as he guided her toward a recently constructed manse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “Pastor, can we come in, please?”

      

      A commanding voice spoke loudly from inside the manse study, “Of course ye can, me boy! Do I have a visitor?”

      

      Ernest and Emer opened the door and went inside. An imposing-looking man sat behind a wide writing bureau that was pushed against the far side of the room, overlooking the garden.

      

      “What can I do for ye, young lady,” the pastor said as he stood up from his writing stool and went to shake hands with Emer.

      

      He was a typical Highlander, but one who had left his warrior days far behind him and chosen to lead a life abiding by the kinder rules of the church. The legs showing under his kilt were as thick as tree trunks and marked with many scars, but his handshake was gentle. After inviting both his visitors to sit down, he pulled the bell-rope that hung in one corner of the room, and when the housekeeper answered his summons, asked for tea.

      

      “Or would ye prefer ale?” he asked Emer, “I can see ye’ve traveled quite a way,” he looked down at her mud splashed skirts and riding boots, “ye must be parched.”

      

      Emer said tea would be fine, and the housekeeper left.

      

      “So!” the pastor slapped his thigh and sat back on his writing stool, “What is it ye want of me?”

      

      Emer turned to Ernest and hoped he had a respectable question to ask the man.

      

      “Pastor,” Ernest began, “This here is Emer Wylie. Ye ken the auld Wylie family gravestones in the churchyard and the two names on the monument to those poor souls lost in the fire? That’s her faither’s side of the family, and the names carved in the monument stone were her parents.”

      

      “I’m sorry to hear that, me dear,” the pastor replied, “And ye’ll be pleased to ken we’ve taken steps to install a functioning water pump in the well now. There’ll be nae more buckets and empty wells if the need for a plentiful supply of water ever happens in Nethy again. Is that why ye’ve come to visit?”

      

      Emer was encouraged by the pastor’s forthright manner, decided to ask her questions herself, “Nae exactly, sir, y’see, I work down at Maclachlan keep now, and there’s been a nasty case of Sutherland clan acts of aggression. Nae outright, ye ken, just petty undercuts and trouble stirring. They have a spy up at the keep, and the spy was doing a very good job of things until the new Laird took over.”

      

      The pastor said nothing, but Emer knew she had his attention.

      

      “Now that the keep operates under stricter security measures, there has been less overt undermining, but there’s nae doubt in me mind the spy is simply biding their time.”

      

      The pastor interjected here, “I hear the new Laird Maclachlan has things under control, and more than that, it didnae take him long to put things right.”

      

      Emer thought back to how Caillen had handled his father’s duties with skill and dignity, all the while being able to crack a joke and take the time to care about her well-being. Her face softened into a smile, “Aye, sir, he surely did that, but it seems more like he was sticking his finger into a leaking dam wall – the minute one hole is blocked, the trickle of information tries to find another way out.”

      

      The pastor sighed, saying, “Our tea should nearly be ready. Let’s adjourn to the parlor and partake of it there. It’s a long story, and we may as well have a nice view of the rose garden while I tell it.”

      

      And he ushered his two visitors out to the passage leading to the parlor. When they were comfortably settled and each holding a cup of hot, sweetened tea, the pastor began his story.

      

      “I was still an unproven youth back in the days when Cai Maclachlan an’ Donal Sutherland were nae yet Lairds. There was a fierce rivalry between them, even back then: racing their horses to see who rode the fastest; swimming in the lochs to see who could go out the furthest; fighting the tallest, strongest men in the region to prove they were the most aggressive. In the end, the ceaseless bickering and competitiveness twisted into antipathy, then into outright hatred. And then along came Enid.”

      

      “That was the name of Laird Sutherland’s wife,” Ernest said.

      

      “Aye, but let me finish,” the pastor said with a grim smile, “Enid’s dowry was a parcel o’ land down in Wales. But she dinnae need it – Enid Hughes was the most beautiful lady on this great island we call Britain. Her faither brought her up to Holyrood to see if he could find her a wealthy Laird, but rumors followed her...there was speculation as to why such a beautiful woman had not been snapped up by a man in Wales or even Whitehall.”

      

      “Beauty is nae everything,” Ernest said wisely.

      

      The pastor nodded, “There ye have it, lad. Enid Hughes was the most poisonous vixen behind all her fairness. Her only joy in life came from making men fall passionately in love with her and then spurning their love in as cruel a way as possible. Her idea of entertainment was nae bear-baiting or dog fighting – she reveled in watching men fight to the death over her fair favors, or better yet, pine away and die from misery. It was as though the spirit of Salome lived another life within her.”

      

      Emer and Ernest listened, spellbound.

      

      “She didnae take in Holyrood, too many of the rumors that followed her from the south reached the ears of the courtiers down there in Edinburgh, so her faither, curse him, brought her up to the Highlands. And, in due course, she met Cai Maclachlan an’ Donal Sutherland.

      

      And what once was a passionate hatred of one another reared up into a deathly vengeful antagonism, just the way Enid liked it. She would favor one man and then the next week, favor the other. When she could see Donal plotting a way to get rid of Cai because she was flirting with Maclachlan, then she would switch her favoritism back to Donal. And when she saw Cai scowling and talking to his clan about ways to eliminate Donal Sutherland, back she would go to looking at Cai fondly. She was a Highland clan war waiting and ready to happen, all of her own connivance.

      

      And then one day, out o’ the blue, she agreed to marry Cai Maclachlan. The date was set, the banns were read, and ye could be sure Cai kept himself and Enid inside the keep to make sure nae stray arrows or silent daggers found a way to kill him.

      

      The day dawned, and Enid was nowhere to be seen. She had disappeared in the night, disguised as a maid, and run off with Donal Sutherland.”

      

      Silence greeted this information. This was the first time Emer and Ernest had heard this story. It seemed beyond everything they could have believed possible.

      

      Satisfied they wanted to hear more, the pastor continued.

      

      “Cai Maclachlan was driven to madness. He galloped his horse to where he guessed them to be – a stone tower at the top of one of the tallest Cairngorm mountains – and, tethering his horse when he could ride it nae further up the steep cliffs lest he risk revealing his presence to the guards, he climbed up to the tower by hand with great stealth. He made his way silently to the top uppermost window where the bridal bedchamber was to be found, his dagger held firmly in between his teeth, but that’s as far as he got.

      

      Donal was waiting for him inside the window. When he saw Cai’s hand appear at the window ledge, he loosened the fingers and watched Cai Maclachlan fall to the bottom of the mountain crevasse.

      

      It was a miracle he survived. He landed on a bush that broke his fall. But he was still badly injured enough to experience devastating pain in his joints for the rest of his life.

      

      I was one of the search party who found him. He was close to death, having lain exposed on the mountain for over three days and nights.

      

      “So, that’s why the auld Laird does nae have the strength and mobility of normal men!” Emer gasped.

      

      “Aye, lass. But the story has a reckoning for both men, over and above their rivalry. When he recovered, Cai Maclachlan was a changed man. He sought peace with his neighbors when he became Laird. He settled down with a lovely, kind lady who brought him plenty of good land as a dowry, and she bore him two healthy sons. As a matter of fact, me dear,” here the pastor indicated at Emer, “ye remind me a bit of her. Besides her sweet nature, Lady Maclachlan was also dark of hair and eye – her family tree having plenty of cousins scattered over the Venice trading ports. It was to be expected that with all this stability in his household, Cai was able to govern his lands as well as he could, although never being much more than a cripple for much of his life thereafter. His lands and treaties seemed to prosper, at first. But when both men reached middle age, things changed.

      

      Donal Sutherland’s bad luck started to make him revive the auld enmity. Y’see, things had nae been going well for him.

      

      He lived a dog’s life with Enid. She was a shrew with the manners of a fishwife. Her lands in Wales turned out to be nothing more than midge-infested peat bog. She denied him conjugal rights and spurned his love and adoration, laughing in his face when he tried to enter her bedchamber. And when she fell heavy with child, it was rumored she had turned her fancy to one of the footmen. She died in childbirth, leaving Donal with...a daughter.

      

      With nothing else in his life to keep his sanity, all Donal Sutherland has done since his wife died is obsess about Cai Maclachlan and think of ways he can do him harm.”

      

      “But...but,” Ernest said, “Cai got his comeuppance! He fell – was pushed - down the mountain! How can Laird Sutherland still think it unfair?’

      

      The pastor got up to pour them all another cup of tea, “Cai Maclachlan was able to see reason finally. Donal Sutherland is yet to experience the blessing of forgiveness.”

      

      He handed Emer her teacup, and she thanked him, saying, “Ye seem to ken the story very well, pastor, may I ask how ye have heard all this?”

      

      He sat back down in his comfortable armchair with a great sigh, “Och, lass, Donal Sutherland is me brither. I’m Dougal Sutherland, but the villagers here only ken me as Pastor Dougal.”

      

      Emer and Ernest sat up straight when he said this. Such a fine, upstanding middle-aged man, obviously serious about his commitment to spreading love and understanding, and uplifting the communities in his care, was the brother of a revenge crazed Laird!

      

      Pastor Dougal smiled at their reaction, “Dinnae fash, children. He’s the elder, so he got to inherit the title. I was fightin’ mad in those days and went overseas to offer me services to men prepared to pay for me sword. I saw the error of me ways late in life, turned to the kirk for forgiveness, and now...,” here he gestured around the masons and carpenters working outside the window, “now I use me gold to help others.”

      

      Emer did not know what to say, “Thank ye for telling yer story, sir, I am honored ye trust me with it.”

      

      Dougal chuckled, “By all means, lass, tell anyone who ye think would benefit from knowing it! It makes me smile when I hear about how Cai used to plot how to cause trouble up at the Sutherland lodge because there’s a secret passage hidden in the family chapel that takes ye right into the cellars! I roar with laughter every time I think of the sacred crypt of our illustrious forefathers is nae filled with the bones o’ me ancestors but leads right into the wine cellars instead. And all this time, Cai is probably still scratching his head over how the Sutherland spies used to come and go at leisure, as the passage goes all the way under the outer walls as well.”

      

      He stood up, “I must get back to me study, children, I’m sure ye will understand – sermon writing does nae come easily to me, me bein’ an auld soldier an’ all.”

      

      They thanked him once again, and the housekeeper escorted them out, waving to them as they walked back to the inn.

      

      “Losh! That were an eye-opener if I ever heard one before.” Ernest said when they were out of earshot, “d’ye think any of what he told ye will be able to help yer Laird?”

      

      Emer linked her arm companionably through Ernest’s and replied, “It has given me hope we may yet be able to get to the bottom of this, Ernest. Will ye come with me to the inn and help me with Bessie, please? I think I will stay here overnight and need someone to lead her around to the stables while I carry me bundle up to the bedchamber.”

      

      “Why are ye staying over for the night, Emer? Have nae all yer questions been answered?” Ernest asked, allowing Emer to lead him into the inn’s taproom where they knew the innkeeper would be serving his thirsty patrons ale after they finished their building work.

      

      “Nae, Ernest,” Emer said to the young sexton, as she waited for the innkeeper to come and serve her, “all me questions have nae been answered.”

      

      “I’m most happy to hear ye say that, lass,” a deep voice said behind her, “because I have an awful lot o’ questions of me own! Perhaps we can help one another out in that regard?”

      

      She did not have to turn to know it was Caillen Maclachlan standing grinning behind her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      “If ye’re expectin’ me to exclaim yer name in shock, me Laird, prepare yerself for disappointment,” Emer said, the wide smile on her face took the sting out of her words, “it were more likely to shock me if ye didnae come after me!”

      

      Ernest, after hearing how Emer addressed the carelessly dressed man standing in front of him, made a low bow.

      

      Emer pulled Ernest up and introduced him to Caillen, “This is Ernest, me Laird, he’s the sexton for Nethy, and he has done a fine job of erecting me parents’ memorial stones.”

      

      Caillen nodded his head in acknowledgement of the astonished youth and commented, “It must have been hard for ye to do that for so many of yer friends an’ neighbors, Ernest. Ye have me admiration.”

      

      Ernest open and closed his mouth a few times, looking a bit like a goldfish, but then managed to get the words out, “Thank ye, yer Lairdship!”

      

      Caillen turned his attention back to Emer, “If ye stand here looking to hire a bedchamber for the night, ye’re too late – the innkeeper just gave me his last suite of rooms.”

      

      Emer, uttering words of frustration, suggested Caillen came to Nethy with the sole intention of scuppering her comfort, but he stopped her talking by placing his finger on her lips.

      

      “Hush, lass, Gilby can sleep on the truckle bed in me bedchamber, and ye can have the one I got for him. Sounds fair, nae?”

      

      Emer, aware she still stood in Caillen’s debt for the beautiful undergarments he had bought her, acquiesced to this arrangement with good grace, only saying, “Please be so good as to tell me how much I owe ye for the room, me Laird, I already stand indebted to ye for yer many other kindnesses.”

      

      Caillen said in a grand manner, “I shall be sure to deduct that vast amount off yer salary,” but then he ruined the effect by winking at Ernest while he said it.

      

      Ernest, seeing he was in the way of what seemed to him to be much more than a chance meeting between master and maid, said, “I must go back to the building works, Emer. The mason will want to ken if the lead gutters he ordered for the roof have arrived.”

      

      The young man tipped his hat at Caillen and left.

      

      Caillen and Emer stood looking at each other for the first time since they had parted at the castle keep great hall entrance. The middle of Emer’s left palm prickled at the memory of where his lips had pressed a kiss.

      

      Caillen spoke first, “Menzies got me here in half the time it must have taken ye, lass. I ken Bessie’s paces from that time ye tried to follow me, albeit she’s a willing wee pony, she can only trot. Where did ye spend last night on the road? The hostelry at the crossroads?”

      

      Emer looked up at him from underneath her eyelashes. He was not asking her probing questions--he just wanted his certainty confirmed.

      

      “Aye,” she said.

      

      He sighed, “It’s nae the ideal place for a maiden such as yerself to be housed, but seeing as ye’re nae worse for it, I’ll let it slide.”

      

      “But that’s where I spent the night when I was traveling down to Maclachlan keep after the fire!” Emer countered her argument, “as ye can see, I arrived there just fine.”

      

      Caillen said nothing, “Come,” he proffered her his arm, “let’s go up to the parlor in me suite and have some supper. I’ll bet ye missed dinner in yer haste to arrive here.”

      

      “I had some sugar cakes...,” Emer was about to say ‘at the pastor’s manse,’ but decided against it. She did not feel it was her place to tell the auld Laird’s story. He was, after all, Caillen’s father and would explain his complicated history with Donal Sutherland when he was good and ready. She placed one hand on his arm, and they went upstairs, continuing smoothly, “at one o’ the villager’s homes. But a small supper would be nice.”

      

      Gilby was waiting for them at the top of the landing. He seemed overjoyed to see Emer but did not give a reason for it.

      

      “Miss Emer! Ye gave us quite a scare when ye disappeared, but all’s well that ends well.”

      

      He beamed at his master, “I’ll head down to the kitchens and tell them what ye would like for supper, shall I?” and without waiting for an answer, he left.

      

      Caillen stepped aside and waited for Emer to enter the parlor before following in behind her.

      

      “Poor Gilby,” Caillen said, as he shut the door, “that note of yers caused him to suffer severe pangs of misery. For one moment, he thought he had offended ye in some way – him being a man used to having things run according to plan, and then he never expected ye to upset them like that.”

      

      Emer was walking around the parlor, inspecting the furnishings, and was running one of the curtain tassels through her hand while Caillen was saying this.

      

      “Gilby seems to have taken me departure unduly to heart, it seems,” she said, “I did take care to explain to him I must start thinking about selling our land – I have hope the money from the sale can go toward a dowry for Davinia. It will prove more tempting to any swain to ken he dinnae have to pay a bride price.”

      

      “What about yerself?” Caillen asked, “Are ye nae interested in offering yer own swain a portion?”

      

      “I dinnae have one!” Emer snapped, “Who would want to marry an upper housemaid with only a few gold sovereigns to her name?”

      

      Caillen strode over to where Emer stood next to the curtains, but before he could do anything or say anything, the parlor door swung open, and Gilby came in carrying a large tray.

      

      “Eat up while it’s still piping hot!” the valet said cheerfully as he laid the tray down on the table, “I’m off to the taproom, me Laird, and will more than likely be fast asleep by the time ye tumble in bed, so mind me head with yer boots – the truckle bed is low on the ground! We’re in the smaller room, is that correct?”

      

      Without looking at Gilby, his eyes still fixed on where Emer stood staring blankly out of the window, Caillen said, “Aye, the smaller room.”

      

      “Right ye are then,” Gilby said and left, closing the door behind him.

      

      Caillen decided whatever he had to say to Emer was not as important as making sure she had something to eat for supper. He pulled a chair out from the table and called over to her,

      

      “Come and have a seat, poor swainless Emer. I’m sure a hearty bowl of broth will give ye the strength to go out hereafter and find yerself a suitor.”

      

      Emer had never been able to resist Caillen when he was in a joking mood. She smiled and joined him at the supper table.

      

      “It does smell nice,” she said, buttering herself a large roll and spreading it lavishly with honey.

      

      When they had eaten their fill, Emer readied herself for the barrage of questions she believed Caillen wanted to ask her.

      

      Instead, he pushed his chair back from the table and went to sit on one of the armchairs by the fire. He pointed at the armchair next to his own and gave Emer his most attractive smile.

      

      She went to sit beside him. He poured her out a goblet of mead, and they sat in companionable silence, watching the flames dance in the fireplace, making a comforting crackling noise.

      

      It was Emer who felt the need to break the silence first.

      

      “Are ye saddle sore from riding here? How did ye leave things at the castle?”

      

      Caillen sipped his drink and replied, “Our allies are beginning to receive increasingly appealing offers from Laird Sutherland. If I lower trade fees by a few pounds, the next messenger coming from Sutherland lodge offers me allies to charge them nae trading fees at all! If I arrange to buy their crops for a fair amount, the next week, a messenger arrives from the lodge offering to pay them double. It’s as though money is nae longer important to the man – it seems all he wants is for our neighbors to side with him and send their soldiers to him for training. Meaning, if there is a war between our clans, those men will fight on his side.”

      

      Caillen turned to Emer with his old familiar smile, “In light of this incessant trouble making, I would say being saddle sore is the least of me problems, lass!”

      

      He had never before opened up to Emer about his business affairs. She searched for something to say that might be of help.

      

      “But is it nae obvious to yer allies and neighbors the man wants to stir up trouble? If they cannae see saving a few pounds here and there will eventually result in them going to war – a war where men will die – then they are blind!”

      

      Caillen raised his goblet in a toast to her, “Well said, lass, and very true. That’s why I’m a day late in following ye because I’ve been riding around from loch to firth, saying the very same thing. It’s a widely acknowledged fact if ye give two Highlanders a penny to share, they fight over that penny ‘til it’s been pulled into a line of wire, but at the end o’ the day, we dinnae want our warriors fighting and dying for a silly skirmish between two bickering Lairds.”

      

      “Well,” Emer said emphatically, “ye cannae spend the rest o’ yer life doing that! Something will have to be done.”

      

      Caillen smiled at her practical statement, “Aye, lass, but it’s nae as easy as ye think. The Sutherlands have amassed quite a fortune over the years and can continue undercutting me profits without feeling the pinch for a while yet. The biggest problem is auld Sutherland refuses to negotiate. When I tried to visit the lodge, I didnae get within one league of the main gate before warning arrow shots were whizzing over me head!”

      

      “Hoots! Is he mad? What would have happened if one of them had hit ye?” Emer was aghast.

      

      Caillen said blandly, “If one of the arrows had killed me, then Gawain would be Laird.”

      

      Silence descended over the parlor. Caillen and Emer sat drinking mead; they were both furiously thinking.

      

      Then Emer broke in with another comment, “Why does he always send messengers? Is he infirm like yer faither? Ye are Laird, and ye do all yer negotiating in person – why does nae Sutherland?”

      

      “He’s nae infirm, I think. All he does is sit up in his chambers like an auld spider, issuing orders through his daughter..., at least that’s as much as the neighboring chieftains have told me. But that’s the only information they can gain from the messengers who come a-calling,” Caillen said, a puzzled frown on his face, “I never actually thought about why he never shows his face – maybe too much of a coward...,”

      

      More silence followed this conjecture, and more mead was drunk. Emer began to feel the effects of the drink in her veins. It was not making her sleepy, far from it. The urge to tell the truth to Caillen about everything seemed to consume her, but she was loath to instigate discord between the brothers, especially if Gawain was as innocent as he claimed to be. Being conspiratorial and nasty was not a crime in and of itself. But she wanted to tell him about the night of the feast. She needed him to know when he had grabbed her in the room and kissed her, it had been the most exciting and romantic moment of her life.

      

      “Caillen...,” she began.

      

      “Emer,” Caillen interrupted her, “I must confess something to ye. On the night of the feast, nae long after ye began working in the kitchens, I was waiting in one o’ the east tower chambers for an auld sweetheart who was meant to meet me there – but she dinnae bother to come up because she nae longer wanted me as a suitor...,”

      

      “And so ye kissed me,” Emer shifted in her chair so she could look at Caillen without twisting her neck to the side, “it was me first kiss, ye realize..., I spent many an evening looking for the man. If ye want to ken the truth, it was because I wanted him to do it to me again...,”

      

      Caillen seemed to let out a sigh of relief, “Why did ye nae say so, lass? I would have been more than happy to repeat the exercise!”

      

      Emer frowned, “ ‘Tis nae joke, Caillen. Ye are the Laird, and I am the upstairs maid. Do ye ken how that would make me look in the eyes of the world? At best, I would be a social-climbing opportunist, and at worst, I would be a jade!”

      

      He looked chastened by her words, but what she had said was not enough for Caillen to lose hope entirely, “If I’m Laird, then why should we care what the scandalmongers have to say? If they dare say it to our faces at all!”

      

      Caillen got up from the armchair and went to stand behind Emer. He placed his hands on her shoulders as though he wanted to ensure she could no more run away from what he wanted to say.

      

      “I have traveled the seven seas for most of me life, Emer, running away from the stifling existence of being the eldest son of a Highland Laird. Being all noble, with airs and graces, has never held any appeal for me. I’m happy to leave high society life and paying our respects and negotiating privileges at Holyrood or Whitehall to me brither. I have always lived me life exactly how I wish. So, why do ye think I would change me mind and start worrying about what folks think of me now?”

      

      Emer sat staring at the fire, listening to what he said very carefully. After he finished speaking, she reached up and held his hand, saying, “That’s how ye can live yer life, Caillen, because ye have money and power and all the respect ye could ever want. I have none o’ those things and need to take care of me virtue and reputation – it’s all I have.”

      

      She stood up from the chair and said, “I should get back to me bedchamber. It’s getting late.”

      

      Emer turned around to bid him good night, but when she looked at Caillen standing behind her chair, a despondent expression on his face, she could not help but run into his arms to comfort him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Their lips met, and they kissed as passionately as if it were the first time two lovers met again after too long a separation. It was a kiss so full of longing, yet with only the beginnings of satisfaction within grasp. Kissing was no longer enough. The kiss was an act dreamed about for so long, and somehow it was only the foreshadow of deeper, wilder, more meaningful expressions of love and desire.

      

      She allowed him to sweep her up into his arms, which he did as easily as if she were no heavier than a small child and carry her through to the bedchamber. It was only when Caillen had laid her gently down on the covers of the bed when Emer noticed the room was full of summertime wildflowers, the same as those they had found on the day they spent together at the folly.

      

      “Oh,” she murmured, “the flowers are beautiful and smell divine.”

      

      “Nae as much as ye do, lass,” Caillen said, his voice deep and husky with desire, “ye are far more beautiful and have smelt divine since the time I first kissed ye.”

      

      Emer tried to demur, but she could not. Her eyes were transfixed on Caillen. Without taking his eyes from her, he was tugging off his cambric shirt and removing the casually tied kerchief he always wore. Emer held her breath when she saw the hard, lean muscles underneath the shirt. His skin was still bronzed enough as proof he had spent most of his life shirtless in the sun and salt waters. Caillen’s broad shoulders were defined by bulky muscles, projecting from his arms and all the way across his back and chest. When he unwrapped the belt from his leather trews, she could see his muscles rippling from even the slightest movement.

      

      Throwing his belt away, and after bending down to pull off his riding boots, Caillen unlaced the top of his trews and came to lie down beside her on the bed.

      

      “I’ll leave the final part for ye to do, Emer,” he whispered in her ear. Instead of feeling shy about what it was she had to reveal, Emer grew incredibly excited at the idea.

      

      “This is where I tell ye it’s yer turn,” Caillen said and turned onto his side to watch Emer undress.

      

      “Will ye help me?” she asked him, “I will be done quicker that way.”

      

      “With all the pleasure in the world, sweetheart,” he said and began to loosen the ribbons that attached her riding skirt to her bodice. He somehow managed to turn the act of undressing her into the most erotic game Emer could ever imagine.

      

      Caillen ran his fingers lightly down her coat sleeves, from the rounded tops of her soft shoulders to the band tightly laced around her wrists. Even when his hand did such a mundane action, it seemed as though everywhere his fingers touched her was directly connected to a magic place deep inside between her thighs. That special place seemed to grow hotter and heavier the more she felt the stroking touch of his hand. When her skirts were loose, she cast them away. Her bodice was untied, and she threw it across the room where it lay next to Caillen’s belt. Whatever it was inside her that so badly needed release, Emer knew she wanted to be raw and ready for what was to come. The only item left to remove was her shift.

      

      “Ye bought this for me,” she said to him, sitting up to show the flimsy, transparent garment to Caillen, “see how well it becomes me.”

      

      Emer was unaware of how she appeared to him but was more than happy with the results her semi-nakedness seemed to have. Caillen stared at her, transfixed, almost mesmerized by her tantalizing appeal.

      

      Her long ringlets fell over her shoulders and down her back, reaching her waist in a cascade of dark raven strands. The russet hues he usually associated with her hair had disappeared as the fire sank down in the grate; sitting next to him on the bed was a sable haired seductress, with ravishing deep black eyes fringed with long lashes and golden-hued skin.

      

      “I feel as though I’ve been transported over the seas to some exotic maiden’s boudoir,” Caillen said softly.

      

      “I’m nae eastern harem beauty, Cai,” Emer whispered, as she moved closer, “I’m just a maiden who is desperate for ye to hold her in yer arms.”

      

      And with those words, Emer slowly pulled the short lacy shift sleeves off her shoulders to reveal her breasts. Then she pushed the garment down to her waist, then, when she kneeled on the bed, the rest of the flimsy cloth fell off her body.

      

      The effect this action had on Caillen was everything Emer could have wished for. He bit back a groan and pulled her down by the waist to lie beside him.

      

      They lay side by side, locked in an embrace so tight it was as though they had become one. Caillen’s mouth tasted her lips and wanted more. He bit her top lip softly, and when Emer moaned with pleasure at this new sensation, he ran his tongue over her full lower lip and then gently nibbled it too.

      

      Emer could hold back no longer. Her hands were fumbling at the laces that held Caillen’s trews lightly around his hard, lean stomach muscles and narrow hips. The material opened and allowed her hand to travel down and explore a real man’s body. There was no rush, no hesitation, only a vague need building up inside her. From the way Caillen’s rampant eagerness showed itself, Emer knew he wanted her as much as she wanted him.

      

      As much as he seemed to enjoy the touch of her hand, Caillen knew he must do more to prepare Emer for her first night of ardor. He moved his kisses down to where her breasts presented themselves to his mouth. His lips caressed her tight, pert nipples and his tongue darted provocatively around the deep rose parts at the top of her soft, thrusting breasts.

      

      She sighed and shuddered with every sensual action he did. Her eyes were closed in concentration, and her hands fluttered as though she wanted to pull him even closer. Caillen ran his strong fingers over her waist and hips, reveling in the gorgeous sweeping curves and smooth, soft skin. As his mouth moved downward, from her breasts to her stomach and hips, Emer grasped his hair as though she wanted to guide him, but she did not yet know where she wanted him to go.

      

      Her body was writhing, ready for the ingress that would relieve that place between her thighs of its desperate craving. Caillen, knowing he could not hold out for much longer, gave Emer what her body, heart, and mind had been thinking and dreaming about for so long. They were locked in the most sensual movement for what seemed like seconds, minutes, or hours – time had no meaning.

      

      For Emer, it was agony and ecstasy at the same time. At that moment, even though he felt like her master, Emer knew she held all the power. He was enslaved by what her body could do to him. It was uncomfortable at first, but the urgent yearning inside her would not relinquish - no matter how much she tried. The mounting excitement made her overlook the pain and stay eager for more.

      

      Caillen, spent, could feel Emer’s insistent movements, even after he had finished and collapsed on top of her, breathing hard and nestling his head into her neck.

      

      “Do ye want me to scratch that itch for ye, darling?” he asked her.

      

      Emer was unsure what he meant, so she stayed silent. Caillen found her innocence diverting and charming, both at the same time.

      

      “Let me show ye what I mean when I say that,” he said, and Caillen began to stroke Emer where he knew she would love it. It seemed to Emer as though everywhere he touched her was lit up by a deliciously tingling sensation. It built up very quickly to an urgent insistent desire. Her loins felt as though they were melting and warming at the same time. She knew if Caillen were to take his hand away and stop doing what he was doing to her with his fingers, she would most probably cry out in frustration.

      

      Every time she thought her peak had been reached, Caillen made his strokes gentler and more delicate. Emer bit her lips to stifle her moans, her way to express the sweetest ecstasy she felt between her legs. It grew too strong for him to control anymore; rampant with feverish longing, Emer grabbed his hands so he could not stop. She wanted him to know the teasing, and tantalizing must climb the summit. She held her breath, her neck arched back, and her eyes clenched tightly shut. It was there, the perfect and golden moment.

      

      Afterward, Emer was as replete with satisfaction as she could have ever dreamed.

      

      “Oh, Caillen,” she murmured, “I never ken I could be so happy.”

      

      He laughed softly, “And I never ken I could be so happy, Em,” he said. Then, turning onto his side to stare at her perfect profile, he asked her, “did ye mean what ye said?”

      

      Emer, nearly asleep, said, “Did I mean what I said? What did I say?”

      

      Caillen lifted up her head, slipping his arm behind it so he could pull her closer, “What ye said now when ye were screaming fit to raise the roof – dinnae worry about doin’ that by the way – ‘tis only natural to make a bit of a noise when it’s yer first time.”

      

      Thoroughly awake now, Emer asked, “Cai, what did I say? I cannae concentrate on two things at the same time. The past few hours have been like a dream, all me dreams coming true at once. Maybe what I said has more in common with someone who talks in their sleep!”

      

      Caillen grunted, “Oh, well...when ye put it that way, I understand.”

      

      Emer pinched his hand in exasperation, “Nay, Cai, please tell me what I said.”

      

      He hugged her a little closer and said, “Ye yelled out at the top o’ yer voice, ‘Caillen, I love ye, I love ye,’ – that’s what ye said. That’s what made me so happy, Emer, because...ye see, I love ye too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Emer lay in Caillen’s arms and knew she had spoken the truth. If she had ever been in love before, she would have been able to recognize the emotion. But she had not, so the warm, aching, ever-so-slightly anxious, happiness that was the dominant feeling whenever she thought about Caillen had not been easy to identify. It was love. She loved him and had probably done so even before she knew it was he who made her heart jump whenever she thought of the kiss in the tower.

      

      In Emer’s estimation, Caillen had made it very difficult for her not to fall in love with him. He was debonair, carefree, funny, kind, thoughtful, and devastatingly handsome, but in a masculine, rugged, dangerous way, just enough to make a woman dream of lying in his arms.

      

      She had no regrets about how she had spent the last few hours, but she deeply regretted not being able to control her feelings about Caillen. The physical part of love was wonderful and addictively satisfying. Still, it worried Emer that her heart might be harder to control. Being with a man in bed was lovely, but Emer knew there were forces that could come between Caillen and her, and that might not impact their physical intimacy as much as it could break her heart.

      

      She gnawed her nail in the dark, a frown on her face. Being in love was not as easy as she thought it would be.

      

      “Why do ye love me, Cai?” Emer wanted to know, “I have nothing to offer ye, and I’m sure yer clan will have a collective fit if they were to ken.”

      

      Caillen gave a sleepy chuckle at the thought of his entire clan falling down in mass hysteria.

      

      “I have nae idea what made me fall in love with ye, Em. It feels as though it were destined,” he gave her shoulder a squeeze and turned so he could watch her face in the light of the dying fire embers.

      

      “On the night of the feast, if ye had nae pushed me away, I would have taken ye then and there. The feel of ye in me arms – ye have the most delightfully tight waist and curved hips - the way yer lips clamped closed and then slowly opened to accept me kiss, the touch of yer skin, the smell of yer perfume; I loved it. Then I went downstairs and heard ye addressing the staff with yer opinion of me, that tickled me sense of humor enough to make me chuckle for days. The more contact I had with ye, the more I loved ye. When ye wouldnae talk to me after I gave ye those petticoats and then disappeared from the keep, I was ready to drink meself into a stupor, ask Gilby if ye dinnae believe me.”

      

      The worry inside Emer’s heart died down when she heard Caillen’s words. If that was truly how he felt about her, then his love matched her own. Together, their love could fight anything anyone tried to throw in their way.

      

      She snuggled into his arms, and they fell into a deep sleep together—love and happiness lying side by side.

      

      When Gilby woke up the next morning to find his master’s bed unslept in, he gave a satisfied smile and turned over to have a bit of a late morning lie-in.

      

      “I’ll give them time to make themselves presentable,” he said out loud to no one in particular, “they’ve been running away from their love for each other for so long, they must be exhausted.”

      

      And the valet went back to sleep with a grin on his face.
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        * * *

      

      Gilby was right. The sun had already crested the hills and begun making its way toward noon before Caillen and Emer left the bedchamber. They had woken earlier but, the moment their eyes met, they began kissing and whispering endearments, and one thing had led to another. Emer could not imagine a future when she would not find waking up in Caillen’s arms the most erotic experience of her life.

      

      As they helped each other dress, Caillen said, “Yer hair’s chestnut and russet again in the sunlight.”

      

      Emer was seated at the dresser in front of the mirror, trying to make her tousled ringlets presentable and pin them to the top of her head. She did not turn around when he said this, as she could see him standing in the middle of the room behind her, wearing his trews and searching the floor with his eyes for his belt.

      

      “What do ye mean, Cai?” she asked, her head tilted curiously to one side, “Me hair is brown, a very ordinary color. I dinnae ken where ye’re getting all these spicy hues from.”

      

      “Ye dinnae carry a looking glass around with ye everywhere, Emer, so ye cannae see how glorious yer hair becomes the minute it reflects the sun’s rays. But in the dark, it turns black as pitch. ‘Tis a most interesting phenomenon – like having two different betrothed.”

      

      When he said this, Emer whipped her head around, making her curls tumble down and spiral down her back.

      

      “Betrothed!” she said the word once, too scared to say it twice in case she jinxed it.

      

      Caillen, having found his belt and begun threading it around his trews, said calmly, “Aye, we have to get married now, Em, or else the kirk will chase us all the way to Newcastle.”

      

      She threw her hairbrush at him playfully, but with enough force for it to whiz past his legs and skitter across the rug, “Dinnae make fun, Cai,” she shouted. However, she could not keep the laughter out of her voice, “I’m serious!”

      

      He gave her one of his most charming smiles as he shrugged on his shirt, “So am I! We’re in love, we are both unattached, what more is there to be said?”

      

      Emer stuttered, “But...but, Davinia is eldest and should be wed first. I was here to sell our land to make her a dowry. I have hopes she might meet a nice farmer when we go to the fair at Lachlainn...”

      

      Caillen agreed, “Aye, lass, that’s all very noble o’ ye, but unfortunately, love does nae always run according to plan. We beat her to the post - maybe not as far as selfless adoration is concerned, but most definitely as far as true love goes,” he bent to pick up her brush and brought it to her at the dresser.

      

      Emer dithered a bit before accepting the hairbrush Caillen was holding out to her and went back to pinning up her hair.

      

      “So, ye ken about me sister’s passion for yer brither?”

      

      Caillen nodded when he saw she had her eyes fixed on his reflection in the mirror, “Aye, I’m used to it by now and can spot it from a mile away. Gawain has never met a maiden – or a maid, for that matter – who has not fallen for his charming manners, good looks, and elegant clothing. It began even before we left for our studies. The ladies sigh over his beautiful blue eyes and brunette curls. One besotted lady compared him to a Renaissance prince or painting of an angel. I teased him mercilessly when I found that love note; ye can bet yer life on it!”

      

      “Hmph...” was all Emer said in reply to this.

      

      Caillen sat down on the bed to pull on his boots, “Ye dinnae think him handsome?” He watched Emer as she wrinkled her nose, shrugged her shoulders, and firmly shook her head.

      

      “As a woman, ye might just be alone with that assessment. I hope Gawain does nae ken ye find him repugnant because it will drive him to madness. He hates it when a woman turns him down or when she’s immune to his many attractions.”

      

      “Typical younger son,” Emer huffed, too soft for Caillen to hear her say it as he splashed his face at the washstand. Despite her poor opinion of Gawain, she was still reluctant to cause trouble between the brothers.

      

      She gave her reflection one last critical look in the mirror and then stood up. Caillen went to the dresser, did not bother to sit down, simply bending to stare at his face quickly, smoothing his beard and flattening his hair as best he could with his hands. Then he withdrew a thin piece of braided leather from his pocket and wrapped it around his shoulder-length hair until it was once more tightly knotted at the nape of his neck in a practical bundle of leather braid.

      

      Emer stared lovingly at him while he did this.

      

      Typical Caillen – nae too busy in the morning to spend time making love and whispering sweet nothings in me ear, but in too much of a rush to brush his hair into shining locks. I’ve never met two brithers less similar than Cai and Gawain.

      

      This reminded her of something.

      

      “Cai, please dinnae say anything about our betrothal, at least, nae just yet. Y’see, I really need to stay here for a few more hours,” she looked down at her hands, aware her eyes were filling up with tears at the thought of what she had to do, “I want to find the best buyer for our fields and the plot of land where stands the farmhouse ruin.”

      

      She saw him open his mouth the say something but put up her hand to stop him, “Nay, Caillen, ye cannae offer to buy the fields and land for us! I want a bit of money to call me own before I announce to the world I’m marryin’ ye – or else the clan will think me desperate or, even worse, penniless. After all is said an’ done, Cai, I’m a maid, and ye’re a Laird – rumors are going to fly!”

      

      “Let ‘em,” Caillen said with a casual shrug, “I care nae.”

      

      “That’s exactly the kind of thing a Laird would say,” Emer countered, “But, besides all that, Davi still needs her dowry.”

      

      Caillen saw there would be no backing down from Emer’s commitment to tying up her parents’ affairs.

      

      “Where did yer faither keep his will?” was all he asked.

      

      “The kirk had a strongbox, kept away from dangers such as fires and floods. I will ask Ernest to find the will me faither wrote. The authority regarding wills in Nethy is the local pastor. The reading can be done in a trice, and I’ll meet ye back here before dinner time.”

      

      Caillen shrugged, saying, “I dinnae mind kicking up me heels at the inn for a few hours, love, but please dinnae make a long day of it. I’ll send Gilby on ahead. He can tell anyone visiting for me at the keep to bide their time awhile.”

      

      Emer crammed her riding hat onto her head, gave Caillen a sweet kiss on his cheek, and ran downstairs. Very soon, she was at the kirk speaking to the ubiquitous Ernest. He confirmed the old kirk records were kept at the manse. The housekeeper let her in, recognizing her as the young lady from the day before, and she was sitting down with Pastor Dougal and a cup of hot tea not ten minutes later.

      

      He reassured Emer that between him and Ernest, they would have the deeds to the land sold as soon as a buyer made themselves known.

      

      “I’m making young Ernest me curate, so he can do all the running around on me behalf,” said the pastor, waving his quill in front of the page on which he had been writing, “then I can simply wait in me study and make sure all the signing and witnesses are above board.”

      

      He gave an encouraging nod to Emer, “Yer sister and ye will have to travel up from the keep to make yer marks on the agreement – but the deal should be wrapped up all nice an’ tight by the equinox.”

      

      Emer did not know how to feel. Once their land was sold, any life to do with farming would be lost to the two Wylie girls forever. Then their lives would be free to take any course – and she prayed the path her sister chose would make her as happy.

      

      She thanked Pastor Dougal and went back to the inn. Caillen had hired a horse for her.

      

      “In case making the journey back in such a short time causes Bessie to lose weight,” was Caillen’s explanation, “she can follow on behind when the innkeeper can spare a groom.”

      

      So, she had left the fat little palfrey at the inn to enjoy the comforts of the stable for a bit longer. They traveled back to the keep at a brisk trot, breaking their horses into a canter on the downhill slopes. The feeling of the wind blowing through her hair, and the sun dappling the tree shade along the road made Emer’s heart sing. She was in love and loved equally in return; she could see no shadows on the horizon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Emer’s elation was not to last. The road from Maclachlan keep to Nethy skirted around Sutherland clan territory. It was still the King’s highway, but the land on either side belonged to those who considered Donal Sutherland their liege laird.

      

      Heedless of the fact waylaying anyone on His Majesty’s roads was against the law, a gang of men, loyal to Donal Sutherland above all others, was blocking the lane when Caillen and Emer crested a rise in the road.

      

      The men did not need to raise their hands to make the couple stop; they were armed and formed a blockade of riders and horses, with thick bushes and trees on either side. The choices were to stop, ride into the fray, or turn around back the way they had come. But when they looked back at the road behind them, a cadre of horses and men had blocked their escape on that route.

      

      Caillen, riding slightly ahead, held his arm out in a halt gesture with his fist clenched. Emer obeyed.

      

      Keeping a cautious eye on one of the men who had an arrow slotted into a longbow and another who cradled a musket in his arms, Caillen said, “Let the lady pass. Yer quarrel, for whatever reason, is with me.”

      

      One of the men replied, “We ken who she is. She’s coming with us.”

      

      Caillen looked back over his shoulder at Emer, and, for the first time since meeting him, she saw panic in his eyes. But it was not on his own behalf he was afraid – it was for her.

      

      He gave a slight nod of his head, and she knew there was no getting out of this, no jaunty joke or witty comeback. They were prisoners and would see the inside of Sutherland lodge just as soon as their horses brought them there. Her stomach lurched at what might happen to them once they crossed Donal Sutherland’s threshold, but her fear was for Caillen, not for herself.

      

      “Are ye going to behave yerselves,” the man asked, “or will I be forced to tether yer horses together?”

      

      Not bothering to give a reply, Caillen kicked Menzies forward in the direction of Sutherland keep. Her heart in her mouth, Emer followed.

      

      Instead of heading toward the tavern at the crossroads where they had planned to spend the night, Caillen and Emer were now riding northwards, inexorably closer to Sutherland lodge where it nestled in the hills at the foot of the Cairngorm mountains. The villages they passed paid obvious fealty to Laird Donal, and the people who lived in them wore the pale green and blue Sutherland clan tartan. To Emer, who had never traveled these lands before, it seemed alien and uncanny. Suspicious eyes monitored their progress, and unkind words were whispered behind hands or shouted out behind them as they rode by. It was eerie.

      

      Why do they hate Caillen so much? What has he ever done to them? He’s just the son of the auld enemy of their Laird! How petty must this Donal Sutherland be to foster such a festering hatred throughout his clan?

      

      The moon had risen in the night sky, and bats were flying in the air to catch summer midges before the black outline of the lodge hove into view. Emer gave one last desperate look behind her before the cavalcade rode inside the stable courtyard. The gates clanged shut the second the last rider crossed over.

      

      Caillen dismounted and went to stand next to Emer’s horse to catch her as she climbed wearily out of the saddle.

      

      “Come,” the man said to them, leading them into one of the side entrances. From the edge of her eye, Emer caught a glimpse of a small chapel a stone’s throw away. However, she was not subtle enough in her observation, and the man saw her looking at the tiny structure.

      

      “Are ye thinkin’ about popping in there to say yer prayers, lass?” he snickered, “I’m afraid the closest ye’re going to get to it is yer view from the cellar.”

      

      True to his words, when he shoved Caillen and Emer into the dark, musty-smelling cellar room lined with old casks and barrels a few moments later, she could indeed see the chapel roof in the moonlight. She ran to the basement window, stood on one of the barrels, and pulled herself up to look out. She stared out at the little building, holding onto the iron bars that crisscrossed the gap between the stone walls and the ground, and thought about what Pastor Dougal had told her.

      

      “What are ye doing perched up there so precariously, love?” Caillen asked, “Be careful lest ye fall. I’m sure those bars have been impossible to move for centuries, so dinnae waste yer strength.”

      

      Emer did not want to divulge her conversation with Pastor Dougal to Caillen, not unless she absolutely had to. What was the use of being told about a secret passageway when there was no way of finding it? She stared hopelessly at the outline of the family church for a bit longer and then jumped down off the barrel.

      

      “It’s lighter outside than it is in here,” was all she remarked, “the moonlight cannae penetrate these dingy window holes.”

      

      Caillen walked around the barrels and casks, giving each one a kick and listening to hear if it was full or empty. Each dusty container gave a hollow booming sound; they had been drained.

      

      He went to give Emer a hug, pulling her close so he could nestle her head under his chin, “Dinnae fash, Em,” he said, “it may be they will bring us food and drink later.”

      

      They went to lean against one corner of the cellar, sitting down on the hard flagstone floor with their knees pulled up, facing the bolted door to see who or what would come through it. Caillen put his arm protectively around Emer’s shoulders to keep her warm and hold her close.

      

      “D’ye think they similarly waylaid Gilby on his route back to the keep, leading them to pinpointin’ our route?” Caillen mused out loud.

      

      “But how did they ken where to find him – if they did at all? Did ye tell anyone ye were leaving to follow me?” Emer was racking her brains to think of how the Sutherlands found out Caillen’s movements – he always kept his routine as unpredictable as possible for this very reason.

      

      “Aye,” Caillen said in a neutral voice, “I told yer sister, as ye instructed me to do in yer letter.”

      

      It was an impossible statement for Emer to respond to, but in her heart, she could only hope they had no cause to regret what had been done.

      

      They stayed hunkered down in the corner, keeping each other warm by wrapping the traveling cloaks around them.

      

      And so it was, in this position, Flora Sutherland found them in the morning.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “What a touching tableau,” Flora Sutherland said when the cellar door was opened for her, and she stepped under the low lintel.

      

      If she had been hoping to take Caillen by surprise, she was doomed to disappointment. Caillen, a past master at being on duty upon the ship’s deck all night, had simply rested his eyes and allowed his thoughts to drift but was still very aware of any sounds around him. He had heard one pair of light footsteps outside the door, followed by the heavy tread of another pair.

      

      Guard and woman. She’s in charge because she’s walking ahead of the guard and then stepping back for him to open the door for her. A quick shuffle of his feet as he stands aside to let her pass, possibly even a salute. She’s wearing expensive shoes with high heels. She’s short because her stride is truncated. She’s also eager because she’s tripping along the passageway at a clipping rate.

      

      Before the guard had even managed to close the door behind her, Caillen had replied without bothering to open his eyes, “A fine morning to ye, Flora. How’s yer illustrious faither?”

      

      And then he opened his dark eyes slowly and looked at Flora Sutherland lazily from under his lashes.

      

      “How did ye ken...? I mean..., I hope yer night wasnae too uncomfortable, Maclachlan,” Flora was at first bemused by Caillen’s perceived omniscience but then recalled her servants talking about how it was impossible to take Caillen by surprise. She made a nice recovery from her astonishment and reminded herself she was here to gloat, first and foremost.

      

      “Are ye going to wake yer precious wee lady friend?” Flora inquired sweetly, “or shall I send for a guard to prick her awake with his dagger?”

      

      Caillen gave Emer a gentle shake with the arm he still had wrapped around her shoulders. She moaned and stirred, then suddenly, her memories about what had happened to them the previous day came flooding back. She sat up straight with a start, staring at Flora as though the woman was a figment of her nightmare.

      

      “Who...? What...?,” she whispered, her voice still husky from sleep.

      

      ‘Dear me,” Flora cooed, “Nae the sharpest lass, is she?” And then, slowly and loudly, as though she were talking to a small bairn, she said to Emer, “Ye’re in Sutherland lodge, dear, that’s nae too difficult for ye to grasp, is it nae?”

      

      Emer sat more upright, rubbed her eyes, and thus was able to take her first clear look at Flora Sutherland.

      

      She had seen templates of Grecian goddesses in library books at Maclachlan keep, but not even the sculptors in ancient times were skilled enough to capture such exquisite beauty. Flora had pale white skin, more reminiscent of alabaster or marble because it was so flawless. Her hair was almost the same color. It was platinum silver, silken and straight, so fine that where it framed her oval face, it looked as if the edges had been powdered with talc.

      

      Her brows and lashes were golden, which only served to throw the icy arctic blue of her eyes into stark relief. Even though they were pursed into a petulant pout, Flora's lips were the color of a newly unfurled rosebud, pastel pink and delicate. When she opened her mouth to speak, the illusion was slightly shattered; Flora Sutherland’s pearly teeth were marred by two elongated, sharp incisors. It gave her a wolfish appearance and made her smile seem almost predatory. When her short stature and slender, almost child-like figure were considered, Flora Sutherland resembled a sugar paste doll on top of a cake more than a flesh and blood human.

      

      Caillen stood up, using the wall behind him to help him stand. His legs and knees were cramped from being in one position for too long. When his muscles had warmed, and the blood flowed back into his limbs, which took a moment, he turned his back to Flora and helped Emer up. Still half asleep, she took his hand and stood upright with a slight struggle. Emer discovered her riding bonnet was still pinned onto her curls after touching her fingers up to her head, the hat feathers now limp and damp. She kept hold of Caillen’s hand.

      

      As though one person, Emer, and Caillen assessed the woman standing in the middle of the room. Neither of them asked for water or food – they knew it would be a futile request.

      

      Flora licked her lips in anticipation of their begging and pleading for a meal, for a mug of water, for an explanation – but it never came. Emer and Caillen remained tight-lipped and stared at her with a steely concentration.

      

      It was Flora who broke off her gaze first.

      

      “I’ll get the guard to bring ye a pail. Then he’ll take ye upstairs. ‘Tis only polite ye make yerselves known to me other guest,” she said with a crafty look.

      

      Caillen replied with an offhand air, “Is yer faither still lurking in his chambers like an auld spider, Flora? Tell him I will nae bargain with a proxy. He faces me down himself – in the flesh - or me secrets stay me own.”

      

      They locked eyes for one chilly moment, and then Flora pirouetted on her heel, banged on the door to be let out, and left.

      

      Emer could finally let out a groan.

      

      “Aaah! Me bones are frozen - stiff and frozen!”

      

      Caillen put his arms around her and rubbed her back up and down, as though trying to kindle a fire, “There, there, Em, dinnae cry, Flora Sutherland tends to have that effect on folks.”

      

      She gave a little chuckle, her head still buried against his riding jacket. Emer stood there with her face hidden for a comforting length of time. When she was in Caillen’s arms, it seemed possible to block out recent events and pretend they were back at the inn, their love for one another still new and eager.

      

      Then the guard bashed into the cellar.

      

      “Here’s yer pail o’ water – enjoy it. Ye’re nae likely to see much more of it again this day.”

      

      Caillen and Emer broke apart. They were parched – they had not been allowed to sip from the water skins in their saddlebags since they were captured - and the sound of the water sloshing in the pail was maddeningly satisfying. They went to the small wooden receptacle and looked at the murky liquid lapping at the bottom.

      

      “D’ye think it’s safe to drink?” Emer rasped, her lips too cracked and dry to really care.

      

      “I’ll go first, Em,” Caillen said, “if it’s safe to drink, I’ll let ye ken.”

      

      Not bothering to dip his hands into the pail, Caillen upended the rim to his lips and took a hesitant sip, “it’s definitely scullery run-off,” he said to Emer after tasting it, “but besides the taste of cabbage leaves and the remains of auld food scrapings, I’ll bet me life it’s safe to drink. And ye never ken, maybe the scrapings floating in the water will contain enough food in it to keep us fed.”

      

      Too parched to laugh, Emer cupped her hands and drank handfuls of the water. It tasted revolting, and if she had not been dying of thirst, she had no doubt her body would have rejected it. She eventually found a way to block out the taste of rotten food by pinching her nose closed with one hand while using her other hand to drink. Caillen laughed a bit when he saw her doing this, but he praised Emer for her clever thinking after trying out the technique for himself. Then he went to the other end of the cellar while Emer used the empty pail to relieve herself. Emer was horrified she had to expose her bodily functions to her betrothed even before their wedding night. Still, she was so dehydrated it only took a moment before she was relieved.

      

      Emer had dipped her kerchief into the water before they had finished drinking it, and she used the damp cloth to wipe her face and hands. She hoped she would not smell of rotting vegetables for the rest of the day, but after meeting Flora, Emer supposed it would be the least of her problems.

      

      “That’s all there is for us to do here,” Caillen said, “and now it’s time for these yappy dags to explain their purpose to us.”

      

      He went to the door and banged on it with his fist, “Open! Send for the lady!”

      

      There was no reply. Instead of looking put out, Caillen smiled, “They’re so sure of our incarceration, they have nae bothered posting a guard outside the door. We could work that to our advantage.”

      

      Emer wanted to add that it could also mean they were locked in the cellar for the near foreseeable future but did not want him to realize how crabby she felt.

      

      Neither of them sat down again. Caillen paced from one side of the cellar to the other, like a caged lion. Emer perched on a barrel, took off her hat, and tried to untangle her hair. While she did this, she attempted to work out when they had last eaten. She had consumed a sugar cake with her tea when she had been at the manse. Emer was about to ask Caillen when he had eaten last when the door opened.

      

      The guard said nothing. He just held the door open and jerked his head toward the passageway.

      

      Caillen said nothing either. He waited for Emer to join him and then walked out with her by his side. Emer could not resist saying in soulful accents as the man escorted them before him, “How lovely to see the beautiful decor of this welcoming homestead by daylight!” But her sarcasm was wasted on the guard – he drew his sword and pointed it at them, his face grim and unresponsive.

      

      Through a succession of doors and passages, Emer could feel they were making their way to where she presumed the west wing of the lodge would be.

      

      Whoever these people we are about to meet turn out to be - they are comfortable enough with the Sutherlands to have their own lodgings and sure enough of their welcome to forego meeting with us in the great hall.

      

      It was Highland etiquette for every guest to be offered a drink in the great hall as a token of friendship. Emer knew they were far beyond what was considered proper conduct and outside the boundaries of Scottish custom and had been since they had been waylaid on the highway. She looked at Caillen walking beside her, and he turned to give her a wink and squeezed her hand while doing it. This confident act reassured her – perhaps Caillen had the diplomatic skills to bring any enmity not of his own making to a close.

      

      The sullen guard banged on the door with his fist, and when it was opened a crack, allowing them to enter, he said, “Go on with ye, get in.”

      

      Emer was petrified he had led them all the way over the lodge, only for them to be put into another prison, but she was wrong. Flora was waiting like some winter snow queen inside the chamber. Behind her sat the most outlandish figure Emer had ever seen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      The man was seated on an invalid chair pushed back against the wall opposite the entrance. At first, Emer thought he might be of a naturally diminutive stature but then realized his body was hunched, twisted, and squat, making him appear shorter than his body would be if he were standing.

      

      But it was the man’s skin that made Emer have to fight the urge to recoil or run back out the door. It was covered in foul-smelling, noxious sores and abscesses, some of which had healed halfway, just enough to form a blackened scab, but most of which oozed out pus and blood.

      

      And his face! Emer did not know whether to feel pity or disgust because he was more monster than man. Some of the suppurating ulcers on his face had begun eating away the muscle and bones around his eyes, lips, and nose; indeed, the nose had been completely eaten away, only leaving two long slits where once a nose had been.

      

      It was a dreadful sight.

      

      “I see the pox has visited ye most sorely, Laird Sutherland,” Caillen said, “and yet I cannae remember tales of ye traveling far enough to catch it.”

      

      The lipless mouth opened to reply. The man’s illness was so severe, Emer was surprised to see he could hear and speak.

      

      “Sometimes, all it takes is one night. And if that night occurs within yer own home, ye dinnae need to travel to catch it.”

      

      The man’s voice was reedy and thin, but it bore the traces of a once deeply sonorous tone.

      

      “I hope ye punished whoever passed it on to ye,” Caillen remarked in turn, “and yet I have nae heard of any such sickness in this region of the Highlands – ‘tis a city disease, for the most part, wouldnae ye say?”

      

      The thing in the invalid chair gave a hollow cackle, “Oh, aye, Caillen, she was punished alright. She died giving birth to me daughter, Flora, over there,” he laughed more maniacally and continued, saying, “so, let that be a lesson to any man who knocks on his wife’s bedchamber door and begs her to let him in for one night of intimacy!”

      

      Silence descended over the room.

      

      Emer felt she was going to faint. Her feet were tingling, and her knees shook.

      

      “May we sit down, Laird?” Caillen was watching Emer out of the corner of his eye, “Miss Wylie – I’m sure I have nae need to introduce her to ye - has nae eaten for many an hour.”

      

      The figure glanced carelessly over to Emer as though she were as unimportant as a gnat, “Very well, I dinnae want her swooning away and interrupting our negotiations.”

      

      He signaled to his daughter with one withered hand. Flora went to the door, stuck her head around the side, and they could hear her muttering a command.

      

      Two light wooden chairs were brought to the door. Flora waited for the guard to leave, then she opened the door and dragged in the chairs. In that way, no one on the other side of the door could catch sight of Laird Sutherland.

      

      “It must get a wee bit lonely here for ye, all alone, Laird,” Caillen commented, once he had taken a chair from Flora and sat Emer down on it, “ye should trust yer clan to stand by ye in yer time o’ trouble. Do ye doubt they will understand?”

      

      “And allow news of me affliction to filter back to ye and yers at Maclachlan keep? I think nay, Caillen,” was the proud reply.

      

      There was another knock on the door, and Flora returned with a platter of bread and cheese and flagon of small ale.

      

      She slammed it carelessly down on a serving table and said, “There ye go, yer highness, eat until yer guts spill out.”

      

      Emer stepped to the table, ripped a piece of bread off the loaf, and crammed it into her mouth. Her tongue was too dry for her to swallow, so she poured out a mug of ale and gulped it down.

      

      She had turned her back to the room, so it came as a shock to hear loud clapping and merry laughter coming behind her.

      

      “Oh, that’s funny. The wench looks more like a ravenous beast than the hoity-toity maid from the castle.’

      

      Emer whirled around to catch Caillen cursing under his breath.

      

      They both said, “Gawain,” but to each captive, the name meant different things.

      

      To Caillen, it meant his suspicions were confirmed, but to Emer, it meant the devastating news that  Davinia had given them up.

      

      Gawain sauntered into the room and went to stand next to Flora. When it was possible to view the couple side by side, Caillen and Emer could see the look of slavish devotion on Gawain’s face when he stared at Flora. As for the maiden herself, she remained indifferent, simply glancing up at her lovelorn swain with a triumphant narrowing of the eyes. But her expression showed pleasure at how she had manipulated things to go her way – not a shred of affection could be seen in that arctic gaze.

      

      “I have a feelin’ this is where ye tell us how clever ye’ve been, Gawain,” Caillen said nonchalantly.

      

      A look of irritation crossed Gawain’s face, “Why do ye always have to be so flippant, Caillen? It is nae a becoming trait for a laird to have – nae that ye’ll be Laird for much longer.”

      

      “And why is that?” his brother said, looking at his fingernails and then back at Gawain, “Are ye taking over? The element of surprise is a little lost me, ye ken – yer man, Campbell, and yerself, have been the only ones going in and out of the castle for many a week.”

      

      “Aye! Ye’re right! I am taking over. And I’m glad I got the opportunity to grab ye before ye realized more of it. Ye jaunter off all over the place for years, leaving me to hold the fort while our faither gets weaker and weaker, and then ye pop back up at the castle when I’ve done all the hard work for ye – throwing yer ill-gotten gold around like some buccaneering Midas.”

      

      “Can I sit down at least while ye vent all this spleen?” Caillen said, and going to one of the many side tables pushed against the walls, he drew out two chairs. He gave one to Emer and then sat down on another after turning it around to prop up his elbows on the chairback.

      

      Gawain’s bargaining and justifying disappeared when he saw his brother’s indifference.

      

      “Why should ye get to be Laird just because ye’re the elder? I would make an excellent Laird if I had yer gold and yer title,” Gawain sounded as though he was trying to make Caillen understand his actions as well as defending his betrayal.

      

      With one hand propping up his head as he sat on the chair and his eyes half-closed as though he was too tired to bother to reply, Caillen sighed, “I made me gold fair an’ square, Gawain, as captain over a fleet of ships. Our job was to get cargo from one side to the other, and we did it well – for a cut of the profits. If ye didnae get so seasick, I would’ve asked ye to come along.”

      

      “Who would have looked after faither’s affairs then?” Gawain asked with a scornful tone.

      

      Caillen rolled his eyes to the ceiling, “I’m sure whoever ended up helping faither look after clan affairs wouldnae have sold out all our interests to auld Laird Sutherland here, would they have?”

      

      Silence followed this remark, and Gawain shuffled his feet while he stared down.

      

      “Laird Sutherland says I cannae marry Flora without being a Laird meself. And now we see how much gold ye have, we could do with getting a wee bit of it too.”

      

      Caillen raised one hand, palm upwards, replying, “Och, well, Gawain, if ye put it that way, then I understand fully and apologize for standing in yer way. And as for the gold, ye’ll have to curtsey to the King afore I allow ye to have one brass penny of it.”

      

      Emer bit her lip to stop herself from laughing. Gawain’s logic was so impractical, and Caillen’s remarks were so funny that it was difficult not to burst out with giggles.

      

      Gawain saw her suppress a smile and changed his tactics, knowing he could never win an argument against his brother otherwise.

      

      “What have ye got to laugh about, wench? Dinnae ye realize ye’re set to spend a long time in the cellars with me brither? Or have ye grown so fond of his company the prospect of living down there with him does nae make ye flinch?” Gawain snarled at her.

      

      Emer was just about to ask Gawain why he did not want to call her ‘sweet Emer’ and ‘dearest Emer’ anymore when Caillen spoke up.

      

      “Be civil to Emer, Gawain. She’s set to be Lady Maclachlan back at the keep after faither passes away.”

      

      Gawain went pale at these words, “Wh-?” he gaped.

      

      “Aye,” Caillen said, “Emer and I are to be wed just as soon as we can.” Then he turned to Flora and Laird Sutherland, “And ye are all invited, why nae? ‘Tis time to put this foolish fightin’ behind us.”

      

      Flora gave a cackle of mirth, “Oh heavens. How funny. Lady Maclachlan of the clan’s castle keep working as a common chambermaid? How fitting. Now we all ken why chambermaids are so skilled at what they do inside bed...chambers!”

      

      Emer blushed red and hung her head. Flora was right. If she married Caillen, she would always be known as the Lady who had once worked as a chambermaid in the eyes of the Maclachlan clan. Never had the unequal status between her and Caillen been put into her mind more forcefully.

      

      Gawain, seeing he finally had the upper hand when he looked at the angry expression on his brother’s face, chimed in with his own information.

      

      “By the way, Emer, I forgot to say how grateful I am to ye for keeping me informed about all of Caillen’s dealings whenever ye had the chance. Yer methods of distracting him were nae always to me taste, but they seemed to have accomplished what we set out to do. And special thanks for letting me ken brither Caillen’s whereabouts from yer sister – ye played yer part to perfection. It did the trick very nicely once we both ken he would follow ye to Nethy like a lovesick puppy.”

      

      Emer felt as though someone had stuck a hook inside her and pulled. When she turned to look over at Caillen, everything seemed to be happening slowly, as if time itself wanted her to suffer for as long as possible.

      

      She tried to get words of explanation out, but they did not come easily, “I dinnae spy...distract...him. I mean, I did it only when ye said I should..., it was ye who said it might be Caillen spying for the Sutherlands. That’s the only reason why...,”

      

      Her voice faltered, the words sounding artificial and silly, even to her own ears.

      

      In all the time she had spent with Caillen, the beautiful days and rapturous nights, she had never thought to tell him about Gawain. Had it been because she did not want to cause trouble between the brothers, or was it because she would have had difficulty explaining to him her own part in the affair?

      

      Now it was Gawain’s turn to chuckle.

      

      “Who’s blethering, Emer, dear? Ye ken very well ye have secret documents hidden under one of the flagstones in the bedchamber ye share with yer sister. Letters addressed to the Sutherlands, a gold pin with the Sutherland crest on it. Dinnae try to hide yer involvement.”

      

      Emer was able to see the hope and laughter drain out of Caillen’s face forever when she looked over to him. He hung his head down and stared at the floor.

      

      “We’ll be expecting that draught for yer bank in the morning,” Flora said dismissively, “and dinnae forget to make yer brither proxy so he can sign for ye on all things in the future.”

      

      She stopped, gave it some thought, and then continued, “Actually, let’s change that – make me yer proxy – I want something to show after all me hard work.”

      

      She glared at Caillen with her cold blue eyes and said, “Ye have yer choice: do as we tell ye, or die. Either way, Gawain is to be Laird. Then ye’ll be free to scuttle back to yer ships, just like the rats who sail on them with ye.”

      

      Flora and Gawain, their work done, went to where Laird Sutherland was watching the proceedings with the concentration of a hawk. They pushed him out of the room and into a recess hidden away by a velvet draped curtain. The door they used clicked shut behind them.

      

      Caillen and Emer were left alone.

      

      “Cai...,” Emer whispered, standing up from her chair and moving to where he sat frozen, a blank look on his pale face.

      

      The guard must have been alerted in some way. He opened the door and came in, sword drawn and ready to use.

      

      “Come on, lovebirds,” he snapped, “it’s time for ye to go back to yer cage.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      On their way back to the cellars, there was no cheerful banter or jesting. Whatever light had remained in their hearts, which enabled them to see the bright side of things was gone.

      

      Each was trapped with their own thoughts and despair – never to be adequately explained or fully understood. The atmosphere between the two lovers was so black and heavy that they did not even notice when they were put back into the cellar, for they were already trapped within a prison of doubt.

      

      Emer wanted to run and hide behind a stack of barrels. She needed to create an explanation in her mind before allowing herself to speak. The bread she had gulped down so rapidly had formed a leaden weight inside her stomach, so dense it threatened to block off her ability to breathe. As soon as the door clanged shut behind her, she ran to the furthest, darkest part of the cellar, curled up into a ball, and stayed there.

      

      Caillen did not follow her or try to say anything. Emer was left in the gloom, hiding behind the barrel stack. All she could do to pass the time was watch as the grey daylight became blacker and blacker, like her mood. No words she could think of would be enough to explain away the damage Gawain had done.

      

      I ken Gawain could do this. I felt it in me bones something was nae right. And I ignored the nagging doubts in me head to keep the peace, to make life a little easier for everyone. If I had opened me budget to Caillen from the start, none of this would be happening.

      

      Emer had not spent her time at the castle in a void. She had chatted with enough guards and staff to know that Gawain’s behavior had changed drastically since his brother’s return and the old Laird made his declaration that Caillen was to take his place. Before those two things, Gawain had been a studious man, quietly running castle affairs to the best of his knowledge, at least according to what the staff said.

      

      Secrets had been leaking out, but it was all petty stuff - nothing pointing deliberately towards war.

      

      But since Caillen’s ascendency, events had escalated at a rapid rate.

      

      If Gawain had been in love with Flora for many years, she would know him well enough by now to sense when the time was ripe for her to strike. It was a perfect storm of coincidences, and Flora had known how to play them all against each other like a well-tuned fiddle.

      

      Emer could imagine Flora keeping Gawain at a distance with a list of unattainable stipulations over the years. In all probability, she had been sweet as honey to him at first, encouraging his unquestioning devotion and assuring him there was a chance he could win her hand. And then, once his love became frustrated by her shifting stance, she would begin making him promises.

      

      If ye were a Laird, I would marry ye.

      

      If ye tell me all yer faither’s business, I will think about setting a date for our wedding.

      

      If ye find out where yer brither’s getting the gold from, we can be rich.

      

      If Gawain said aye to doing all those things, it would not have been such a hard push for him to agree to capture, incarceration, and even murder. Love can make a person do incomprehensible things.

      

      Small steps eventually add up to a mile.

      

      The night air had dug deep into Emer’s bones, and she wrapped her traveling cloak tighter. The hunger, thirst, and cold no longer had the power to distress her. As she worked things out in her mind, it was as if her soul had been freed from her body and could fly from one day to the next, able to see things clearly for the first time.

      

      A rooster crowed, and Emer realized she must have been sitting still and alone all night. It seemed to her the day brought new hope with it. She stood up, rubbed her eyes, and went to find Caillen.

      

      She found him at the other end of the cellar, as though he could not wait to get as far away from her as possible.

      

      He was asleep. Emer stared at his peaceful face for a while, admiring his handsome features, her fingers itching to run gently over his brow and cheeks.

      

      “Go away,” he said, without opening his eyes.

      

      This time, Emer jumped.

      

      “Ye must listen to me, Caillen. I think we can find a way out of this.”

      

      “The name’s Laird Maclachlan, girl. A housemaid should ken how to address the master of the house.”

      

      Caillen opened his eyes when he said this and was rewarded by the sight of Emer flinching at his words. But still, she stood her ground.

      

      “I beg yer pardon, yer Lairdship. However, we still have to talk.”

      

      Caillen turned his back to Emer and pulled his cloak over his head. If he could have made himself any more unavailable, he would have.

      

      Undeterred, Emer crouched down beside him and spoke, “I ken ye can still hear me, so here goes. I found hidden letters from the Sutherlands in Gawain’s chambers. He came to me later and said he had found them in the castle renovation rubble and showed me a letter addressed to ye. It said ye were the one who planned to assassinate Gawain.”

      

      Goaded into a retort, Caillen spun around to face her, “And ye never thought to just ask me if I was some scaly scallywag out to kill and cheat? Did it nae occur to ye why on earth would I want to forfeit me clan’s livelihood and scupper me own Lairdship - never mind, killing me own brither?” When Emer opened her mouth to reply, he held up his hand imperiously, “And please dinnae say ye fell for me brither’s persuasive arguments – when any logical person would have seen through the stupidity of his suspicions.”

      

      It was Emer’s turn to get angry, “I’m a housemaid, as ye so kindly reminded me just now! Hardly in the position to turn around to one Laird’s son and tell him he’s obsessed and unreasonable and then run to the other one and tell tales. And I’m also nae in any position to tell me masters how to behave or think. I’m a servant, yer Lairdship, I serve everyone – and as much as ye liked to pretend I didnae have to take orders from anyone else, believe me when I say that is something never likely to happen!”

      

      Caillen stood up and spun around to face her, his cloak swirling around him like a whirlwind, “In all the time we have spent together, in all that time – ye have never felt the inclination to say -,” and here Caillen put on an affected, high pitched female voice, “ ‘Ooh, Cai, by the way, yer brither asked me to tell him about yer business and as I understand ye’ve been kept awake day an’ night trying to catch a spy, I thought ye might like to ken about this,’ well? Did it ever cross yer mind?”

      

      Emer shook her head. It was as if he was not even trying to see things from her point of view.

      

      “Well then,” Caillen said in scathing accents, “even if I believed yer story, and I’m nae saying I do, ye would still be guilty of the uttermost stupidity and - and laziness! It wouldnae have taken ye ten minutes to write me a letter anonymously and tip me off. Instead, I’ve had to spend hours poring over logbooks, trying to find a pattern of behavior. Fortunately, I did find a link between leaked information and Gawain or Campbell leaving the keep, but then I left to go and find ye in Nethy, and we all ken how well that turned out.”

      

      All Emer heard was - “Laziness! Laziness?” She was outraged and stood up so she could refute his allegations, shouting into his face, “How dare ye accuse me of laziness! I spend every hour of the day tidying up the blasted mess yer carpenters and builders leave when they’ve finished remodeling all the keep’s rooms. I hate ye - ye pompous, stuck up, thick-skulled prig!”

      

      She was shaking with fury. Emer turned away from him, trembling, but it was not from the cold. It seemed like a long walk back to her side of the cellar, but she managed to get there before her knees gave out and she crumpled to the floor. The thought of escape and the need to tell Caillen what the pastor had said to her faded and died.

      

      The cellar door opened. Emer was too weak to look up and see who it was. She felt listless and hopeless. It was probably Flora, come back to gloat some more. And why should she not? Flora Sutherland and her father had managed to achieve everything they had set out to do.

      

      “Go away, Gawain,” Caillen’s voice could be heard from his end of the cellar, “crawl back to yer beastly lover. I hope she sinks her fangs into yer neck and ye bleed out and die.”

      

      Silence.

      

      Emer revived slightly when there was no comeback from Gawain forthcoming. It was most unusual. She sat up and poked her head over the stack of casks blocking her view of the door.

      

      Gawain stood in the middle of the room. He looked different. His fine clothes had been removed, and his hair, always so neat and well brushed, looked disheveled. He was turning in circles as though disorientated, with a blank look on his face.

      

      “What do ye want, Gawain,” Emer asked, “are ye lost? Seeing as yer lady friend is nae here, I think ye must be lost ‘cause ye nae have her skirt tails to hang onto.”

      

      Gawain looked over to where Emer was peeking out at him, and then he shocked her by bursting into tears. It was so unexpected that Caillen, who had been watching Emer making her remarks from his side of the cellar unobserved, also stuck his head up.

      

      “What’s to do? Has she left ye for a dragon? Or did she shed her skin and become a reptile?” Caillen was trying to sound insouciant, but Emer could tell a genuine curiosity underneath his insults.

      

      Gawain bit his lip, and the crying stopped. After a valiant effort to control himself, he spoke, “I gave up me clan, me honor, and me honesty to be with her. And now that she has all of us here, she’s preparing to attack faither at the keep. She never wanted me, never even loved me, but I didnae care. All I wanted was to be with her, and I would be happy.”

      

      Caillen interrupted Gawain’s explanations, “What! She’s preparing to attack faither? Why didnae ye stop her – wrap yer hands around her scrawny neck until it snapped?”

      

      Gawain fell to weeping all over again, “I cannae! I love her. She means everything to me.”

      

      Caillen, leaping over a tall pile of ale casks to get to Gawain, grabbed his brother by the shoulders and shook him like a rag doll, “Ye fool, ye love the woman who is planning to wipe out the clan! After she’s killed faither and taken over the keep, d’ye think she’ll stop there? Then we’re next to die, and Laird Sutherland can wheel his invalid chair over to Maclachlan keep and rule everything.”

      

      Gawain spun angrily away from Caillen’s grasp.

      

      “That’s been their plan all along. I thought she wanted me to be a Laird, but Donal and Flora have run mad – they want annihilation...”

      

      “And ye handed it to them,” Caillen said quietly.

      

      A chill ran down Emer’s spine. Gawain had sold their lives away in the hope Flora Sutherland would love him. It was insane.

      

      “It’s nae me fault!” Gawain implored Emer and his brother to understand, “I felt sorry for Donal and thought he wanted what was best for me.”

      

      This was too much for Caillen to bear. He launched himself at Gawain and slapped him so hard the crack echoed off the cellar walls.

      

      Gawain’s eyes widened in shock, and he held his hand up to his cheek. Emer knew all about brawling from the Nethy schoolyard. She stepped back behind her barrel stack and watched events play out.

      

      Gawain rushed at Caillen like a mad bull. The force of the impact knocked Caillen back a few steps before he could regain his balance. Both men squared up to each other; weeks of scorn, pride, and suspicion finally ready to unleash.

      

      They circled one another for a moment or two before Caillen lashed out with the first blow. This time, it was no slap of disgrace connecting with Gawain’s face. It was bare-knuckles clenched to make a fist the size of a large club. Gawain tried to duck, but he simply bent down and followed the swinging arc Caillen’s hand made in the air. The blow landed late, but it still landed.

      

      A mist of blood and spittle sprayed out of Gawain’s mouth. When he managed to stand up, the left side of his face was already turning purple. Resolute in his hatred, Gawain simply shook his head and punched Caillen hard in the stomach. If he had expected to wind his brother and cause him distress, he had not bargained for the fact that years of hoisting foresails and climbing Jacob’s ladders had made the muscles on Caillen’s stomach rock hard. His brother, although knocked back by the force of the blow, suffered no injury.

      

      They faced off once more, and this time there was no circling or stepping back. This time they would stand up to each other until one of them fell down and stayed down. It became obvious to Emer that Gawain was getting the worst of the deal. Caillen’s fighting skills were not strictly limited to the sword and musket. He knew how to handle himself in a skirmish. He was alternating his punches from Gawain’s face to his stomach with ruthless pugilistic precision. Gawain was holding his own, but at the expense of his face and body. He was panting desperately, trying to catch his breath and rally with a flurry of punches after Caillen landed another blow in his stomach, but he was blocked for the most part.

      

      Gawain had so much to prove. He wanted to show his brother and his father he was not just some under-dog, to be cast-off whenever the elder son came home. He lashed out at Caillen and caught him unawares. His fist connected with his brother’s cheekbone, and the skin under the eye burst open.

      

      Caillen stepped back, raised a hand to his cheek to feel the blood, and then his face became murderous. Before he could close with Gawain again, Emer stepped in between them.

      

      “That’s enough! Ye’ve both done some nice handiwork on one another, but now it’s time to draw the line. I hate to break this up, and I would love to sit here and watch ye slaughter yerselves, but yer faither’s in danger, and we need to find a way to get out of here before the poor auld man has to face the Sutherland men on his own. Agreed?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      For a split moment in time, the three captives stood together. Gawain, his face bruised and bloody, was panting like he had run a marathon, but there was a certain look of satisfied triumph there as well. Emer, stern and determined, the shy dreaming girl of the castle keep gone forever. And Caillen, his one eye half-shut from Gawain’s blow, a dawning look of respect on his face for the other two people in the room.

      

      “Sit down, ye fools,” Emer demanded, “I have something to tell ye.”

      

      She guided them to where a group of wooden crates lined the walls and sat down. Gawain and Caillen obeyed. Emer looked at the men sitting on either side of her and sighed. She untied the kerchief she had been using as a fichu around her neck under her cloak, tore it in half, and handed one half to each brother. They each had so many cuts and bruises, they did not know where to start. Caillen pressed his half of the kerchief to his cheek gingerly, trying not to wince when he touched there. Gawain buried his face in the cloth and did not look up for a long time.

      

      But Emer knew he was listening.

      

      “The pastor in Nethy told me about an escape route, a secret one. Have ye heard folks speak of such a thing, Gawain? Anything ye can do to help us locate it, even if ye dinnae think it’s important, could be of use.”

      

      For a moment, Emer thought Gawain had decided not to listen to her or help, but then he said in a muffled voice, not raising his face out of the kerchief, “I’ve been spending a lot o’ time in Sutherland’s library – thought I should learn as much as I can about the estate seeing as I was going to run it one day – I read something about a hidden underground tunnel put in around the time Catholics and Lutherans were arguing.”

      

      It was the news Emer had been waiting for. As nice as it was to know Pastor Dougal had been right about a chapel tunnel leading to the cellar, it was far nicer to know Gawain was finally feeding her the correct information.

      

      She heaved a sigh of relief, “If we can find the secret door on this side – in the cellar – I ken it takes us out from underneath these pestilent walls and leads to the chapel.”

      

      “Who told ye this?” Caillen asked.

      

      Emer was far too tired and hungry to hold a grudge against Caillen. She replied, “The pastor in Nethy is Laird Donal’s brither,” on seeing Caillen begin to frown, she amended, “he was one o’ the men who saved yer faither after he fell down the mountain cliff. He’s nae longer a mercenary soldier; he gave up that life to join the church. It’s his gold being used to rebuild Nethy.”

      

      The brothers knew their father had suffered a bad fall in his youth. They had never bothered asking him who had found him on the mountain, and more importantly, they had accepted his explanation about falling off while riding a bad-tempered horse.

      

      So far, Emer could see her words were making sense to both brothers.

      

      “Gawain, Laird Maclachlan - ye say there are nae guards posted at the door. So, let’s get busy moving all the crates and casks away from the walls and start looking for that secret door.”

      

      After Emer said this, there was a pause as everyone thought about the tedious task in front of them.

      

      “D’ye think they will bring us water or food?” Gawain enquired hopefully from inside his kerchief.

      

      Emer pressed her lips firmly together. It was up to Caillen to reply, “Dead men dinnae need food or water, brither.”

      

      He sounded resigned about not having sustenance, and Emer could only marvel at Caillen’s discipline. He had not eaten in over two days.

      

      Gawain finally lifted his head out from the kerchief, saying, “I’m sorry I tried to get ye let go, Emer. I went to Mistress Burroughs and told her I’d found ye drinking in me chambers, and that’s why ye hit yer head. She went to me brither to tell him ye had to go, and he said over his dead body would ye be going anywhere. It was only afterward that I lied to ye about the assassin – it were Campbell who fired off the arrow,” he turned to Caillen, “I hid the letters in her bedchamber.”

      

      Emer understood why Caillen felt the need to beat his brother around the face occasionally. Caillen said, “This is blethering, brither. If we dinnae get out o’ here, we will be gibbet meat for the crows after faither surrenders. Let us leave mad ravings, demented plots, and obsession to our host, shall we? Seeing as it’s one of the symptoms of his disease.”

      

      Gawain looked relieved; he seemed to have been forgiven. The three prisoners set about dragging every crate, cask, and barrel away from the walls of the cellar. They had to hurry; the daylight was already starting to fade and the shadows to lengthen. If it was a hidden door, they needed to find it while the grey light could still filter through the window grates.

      

      There was not as much hauling and dragging as Emer had first supposed. All the containers were empty and easy to shift around without much effort. Even so, the cellar was long, stretching from one side of the lodge to the other. It took them over three hours before all the cases and crates had been pulled away from the walls enough for the rapidly dimming light to show them the foundation stonework.

      

      “Ye men each take a length, and I’ll take the two widths,” Emer said, “If ye want an idea of how the chapel is situated, ye can jump up and look out the window grate.”

      

      “So that’s what ye were doing,” Caillen said, but Emer ignored him.

      

      At first, it seemed to be a futile task. If there was a doorway, hidden or not, it stood to reason Laird Donal would know about it, especially if his brother did. There was a faint hope his disease had caused the knowledge to slip his mind, but as they moved along the walls, tapping jutting stones and scraping off flakes of whitewash here and there, they felt hope start to drain away.

      

      “That’s it,” Caillen said dully, “we’ve been all the way around. Nothing.”

      

      Emer wanted to burst out howling in despair.

      

      Then Gawain said, “What about the floors? Why does it have to be a wall? What’s this here?”

      

      Caillen and Emer nearly ran into each other in their rush to get to where Gawain was sitting on the floor, sweeping the dust away from a small ring embedded in the flagstones and prizing the edges up with his fingernails. They watched him with bated breath, the last of the light showing them the narrow outline of a portal in the floor.

      

      Gawain took the now bloodied half a kerchief out of his pocket and looped it through the ring. He pulled hard, but he did not need to – the flagstone popped up like the lid on a pot of mead. Underneath was the trapdoor proper, made of wood and compact enough to make a well-fed man think twice before squeezing himself through it. But for Caillen, Emer, and Gawain, it would be an easy fit.

      

      “I’ll go first,” Gawain said.

      

      He lifted the trapdoor lid. It was black as pitch down there. He cocked his ear to listen for the sound of water, rising water in particular, but all Gawain could sense was a blast of musty, dampness. He shifted his hips to the side of the hole and jumped.

      

      If they had expected Gawain to disappear into the blackness, they need not have worried. After Gawain jumped and landed, they could still see the top of his head and even lean down and touch it if they had wanted to.

      

      “It’s dry, walls seem to be packed with soil and stone, with the occasional tree root and lintel to prop it up – I can feel it with me hands,” Gawain said. He did not need to shout because Emer and Caillen were lying on the ground, peering down the hole too.

      

      “Move down the tunnel so we can get in behind ye,” Caillen said, “and let Emer ken if there are stones on the tunnel floor. She does nae have the best footing, an’ it’s as black as the Earl o’ Hell’s waistcoat down there!”

      

      Emer felt tempted to say she did not need anyone’s advice on how to walk carefully down a pitch-black tunnel but bit her tongue when she remembered all the accidents she’d had in the past.

      

      She clambered through the trapdoor and stood behind Gawain. With his hands out in front of him and Emer’s hand on his shoulder to guide herself, they shuffled forward slowly down the tunnel. Emer heard a thump behind her after a few minutes.

      

      “What took yer time?” Gawain asked.

      

      “I was covering our tracks, so to speak. I left the trapdoor open – we need as much light as possible, poor as it may be – but I made a pile of crates to block it from sight.”

      

      No one replied. The thought of Flora or one of her fanatical guards dropping in and coming after them was too awful to contemplate.

      

      Carefully and quietly, they inched their way forward. The ground underneath their feet was smooth, and the walls were made of compressed soil and rough stones. There were no sconce brackets in the walls, and Emer judged this to mean their progress would not be inhibited by falls or steps. If the men who made this underground passage had needed light to see the way, they would have constructed something at each entrance to hold a torch or lantern.

      

      Emer did not know about the other two men, but her heart gave a little jump when the grey light behind them was swallowed up by the darkness. The tunnel was stifling, and the further they progressed down it, the more acute their hearing became. She was sure she heard the scuttling of small animals in the deep blackness.

      

      Gawain gave a startled intake of breath.

      

      “What!” Emer said, gripping his shoulder harder.

      

      “What is it?” Caillen asked at the same time.

      

      “ ‘Tis naught,” Gawain said in a reassuring tone, “a spider’s web caught in my face.”

      

      Emer repressed a shudder and hoped with all her heart what was left of the spider’s web was stuck to Gawain.

      

      She estimated they should have reached the chapel by now, and her judgment was not far off.

      

      “The way is starting to go up, “Gawain whispered. This was the dangerous time – when they had no idea of what waited for them on the other side or even if they could get out at all.

      

      As her fingertips brushed the walls, she felt the surface change from rough earth to stone and then, as the passage took them higher, to brick. They were under the foundations of the chapel.

      

      Caillen whispered behind her, “We should be at the outlet by now – indeed, I wish we were because the roof has become so low, I might have to crawl from here.”

      

      His words came slightly before Gawain said softly, “I can feel a wooden plank above me head – we’re there.”

      

      They stopped in their tracks, and quiet fell over the small group. When there was no longer the sound of shuffling feet and heavy breathing to be heard, the density of the silence became almost palpable.

      

      But the silence was not in vain. It was put to use as they listened for any noises above them.

      

      After several minutes, Caillen said in hushed tones, “It seems to me auld Donal would be the kind of Laird who insists all his staff attend chapel services and then chooses to give them a miss himself.”

      

      Gawain suppressed his mirth, “Aye, I cannae imagine him prostrating himself on the kirk floor in supplication for forgiveness. He’s more the kind to lay blame on everyone else but himself.”

      

      As the two brothers snickered at the thought of Laird Sutherland pushing his invalid chair up the chapel aisle, Emer said in an acidic voice, “When ye’ve quite finished making light o’ the matter, perhaps we could try lifting the trap door? It’s freezing down here.”

      

      “It’ll be freezing up there too, lass,” Caillen remarked, but then they fell quiet as Gawain took a breath, felt for the latch to release it, and pushed upwards.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      There was no light to greet them on the other side. Night had fallen, and the graveyard was still and empty. Only the subtle breeze blowing in her face told Emer the passage had led them outside. Gawain felt for her shoulder in the dark and then asked for her to give him her hand. She obliged, and he hoisted her out of the secret chapel entrance. When Emer stood up, she found herself inside a crypt. It was so old and neglected, parts of the corners and entrance had crumbled away, and she was able to see starlight when she looked around. When her eyes had adjusted to the nighttime glimmer, Emer was able to read the engraving on the tomb by the light of the moon.

      

      “Enid Hughes – styled herself Lady Enid Sutherland – mother of Flora,” she read.

      

      By this time, Caillen had hauled himself out of the passage and said, “So, Flora Sutherland didnae crawl out of the black part o’ hell to torment us. She was born of a human – wonders never cease to amaze me.”

      

      “Nay mention of her being a wife,” Gawain remarked.

      

      Emer felt tempted to tell them why, but their position was too precarious for her to waste time with anecdotes. The chapel was behind Sutherland walls. They still had to get out the other side.

      

      Fortunately, once Gawain was in the chapel yard, he knew his bearings far better than Emer and Caillen, who had never set foot inside the lodge walls.

      

      “The stables are that way,” he pointed, “and the gates are over there.”

      

      “Where’s the guards’ room; where do they sleep and stand sentry?” Caillen asked.

      

      “The captain of the guards is housed in his own lodgings. The men at arms bunker down over there, and at the gates are a sentry post. Armed and manned by four soldiers for the most part – I’ve never tried to enter here at night, so I’m nae sure.”

      

      The brothers sat quietly for a long while. Emer guessed they were thinking about an escape plan and wondered why they did not discuss it out loud. She was not aware that the brothers had been planning and strategizing together since they were small children, and this was how they did it.

      

      “I say we check the stables first. We need mounts,” Caillen said, and Gawain nodded. The men were sitting casually with their backs against Enid Sutherland’s tombstone, reserving all their strength for the escape.

      

      After considering this some more, Gawain said, “Let’s split up. I’ll take the guards’ room to check for lookouts. Ye take the stables and get us horses.”

      

      Emer did not know this, but the brothers meant that Gawain would go and try finding them disguises and get them weapons while Caillen saddled three horses. Both missions were fraught with danger, and both required the brothers to kill anyone if they happened to be seen.

      

      “I think we should look out for sentries or sleepless servants in both places,” Caillen said, and Gawain nodded.

      

      “I’ve seen visitors come and go at all hours, but me vantage point was always from seeing them arrive in the great hall – I have nae idea how they got in an’ out.”

      

      Caillen came to a decision and stood up, “Emer, stay here. If we nae come back, dinnae go back down the tunnel. Wrap yer cloak around ye and pull up the hood. Try to cozen yer way out of the gates by saying ye’re the new maid. Flirt and play the coquette if ye must, even if it means allowing the guards to take liberties. Yer life is on the line.”

      

      Emer nodded. There were no more jokes or sad farewells. This was real – it was either escape and live or stay and die.

      

      Gawain and Caillen disappeared into the night.

      

      Emer strained her ears. Only night noises came back to her; the occasional whinny coming from the stables, the barking of a dog, the slamming of a scullery door, and then the sound of a water pump being used.

      

      She waited.

      

      The moon rose in the sky and blotted out some of the starlight with its brightness. As much as she loved the sight of it, Emer could not stop thinking the illumination would make it easier to recognize and hunt them by moonlight.

      

      Her thoughts were interrupted by Gawain’s return. He was holding two swords by the hilt in one hand and a dagger in the other. There was a spray of fresh blood on his face, and he had used the kerchief Emer’s had given him to wipe some of it away, but the blood shone black in the moonlight. A bundle of clothes was tucked under his arm.

      

      “Where’s Caillen?” he asked. It was not a foolish question because, in the past, Caillen had always been the one to do all the reconnoitering.

      

      Emer shook her head. Gawain went through the bundle of clothes and drew a cloak over his shoulders. He crammed a close cap over his head after tying his hair back in a knot.

      

      A dark shape came into the graveyard and revealed itself to be Caillen.

      

      “The horses are hidden behind the auld priest house walls. I threw what tack I could find into the horse trough.”

      

      Gawain handed his brother a close cap and one of the swords. Then he pulled a pistol out from underneath his shirt and handed it to Caillen silently. The brothers began to jump around and run in place. Emer lifted her eyebrows.

      

      “It’s to warm up our hands and make the heart beat faster,” Gawain said, seeing her puzzled look. It mimics the feeling of battle before it has even begun, and besides, cold hands cannae grip a sword.”

      

      Emer knew it was time. She stood up and waited.

      

      “Let’s go,” Caillen said grimly.

      

      They walked out of the crypt and sidled along the shadows created by the moon against the walls. The horses were tethered at the railings which separated the graveyard from the chapel. As they mounted, Emer recognized Menzies and the hired horse from the Nethy inn. She recognized Gawain’s horse, as well.

      

      I should have ken Caillen would never leave Menzies behind. I’m glad I have ridden this horse before because I have a better idea of how fast it can go if we must run for our lives.

      

      The sentry post house loomed out of the darkness in front of them. There was no welcoming fire or torch lighted next to the gate, and this meant there was no way of seeing how many guards were on duty until they made themselves known.

      

      Praying that there was no secret password or greeting, Gawain raised his voice, “Whit like are ye, lads. Let us pass.”

      

      While he did this, Caillen slipped off Menzies and crept around behind the sentry post.

      

      Only two guards came out of the small hut. They were already yawning and readying themselves to share the night watch.

      

      “Is it ye, Carson? Are ye nae meant to be mustering back at the bunkhouse? We attack auld Maclachlan’s castle in the morn.”

      

      “Aye,” Gawain said gruffly, “’tis me, Carson. I’m leaving early for a bit o’ scouting.”

      

      “Who’s the wench? I didnae think we’d be over there long enough to need camp followers.”

      

      The men guffawed as though they had made a particularly accurate observation.

      

      “Oh, she’s nae one. Just the new maid wanting to visit her ailing mither. Come on now, lads, let us pass.”

      

      As the sentries came closer, they were able to see more clearly, and things began to raise the alarm in their minds, “Hang about, what’s the other horse for? Why is it saddled for a rider?” Then, after peering closely at Gawain’s face in the dark, the one sentry yelled, “Yer face is bashed something sore, man..., ye’re nae Carson!”

      

      Both soldiers lowered their muskets and pointed one at Emer and one at Gawain, “Give us yer names or we fire!”

      

      One sentry dropped to the ground with Caillen’s sword sticking out of his chest. The strength needed for an arm to pierce a man’s chest through in one stroke was rare, but Caillen did it. The other sentry, seeing his comrade in arms fold over and die without a word, panicked and prepared to fire his musket.

      

      There was a loud bang, and the other sentry fell down on the ground with a shot hole in his back before he had time to level his weapon and fire.

      

      Caillen dropped the spent pistol and vaulted onto Menzies. He had used the time when Gawain was bantering with the sentries to slip into the hut and open the gates.

      

      All three of them kicked their horses into a gallop and shot out the gateway. The lodge and guard room were a-bustle. There were shouts of “To the gate, to the gate!” and “ ‘Ware the guards’ quarters, two men are dead!”

      

      Then the shouts and yells were swallowed in the night, and all Emer heard was the thump of horse hooves and the beating of her heart in her mouth. They had escaped! But they were not safe yet.
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        * * *

      

      It was paramount to put as much distance between themselves and Sutherland lodge as possible. This meant no talking, no shortcuts, and no breaking pace. The horses must be kept at breakneck speed, full gallop until the animals could run no more.

      

      This was a velocity Emer had never dreamed of doing in her entire life. Even though her father had allowed her access to any horse in the stable, she preferred using Bessie for most of her travels. In her youth, she had saddled up her father’s steed once and tried to jump it over some stiles, but the experience had left her shocked and sore. Shocked because it was one thing to watch Farmer Wylie vault his stallion over a five-foot fence and then attempt it oneself, and sore because her father had given her a hiding.

      

      There were so many things to think of all at the same time. Urging the horse on by kicking her heels into its side, guiding with the reins and holding onto the pummel for dear life; standing up on the stirrups to lessen her weight on the animal’s back. Not one mile down the main road, Emer felt her strength begin to wane.

      

      Gawain and Caillen seemed to be in their element. They were pushing their horses to the limit by hitting the hindquarters with their hands and giving loud shouts: “Onward, onward! Ride for yer lives!”

      

      Slowly, inch by inch, Emer fell behind. The Highland heath spread out grey and empty on either side of the road, offering no refuge or hiding spot. She must ride for her life until her strength gave out or be recaptured. The only solace she could find in her frantic mind was that no sound of pursuit came behind them. They had managed to put enough distance between themselves and the gate for their enemies to lose sight of them. But with the road and heath being so barren, all it would take for Sutherland soldiers to catch up was if they slowed down. In the moonlight, their three figures stood out like beacons.

      

      But surely only one figure stood out now. Gawain and Caillen had pulled nearly half a mile ahead. They were safe behind a welcome curve in the road. As they approached the mountains, trees began to appear next to hedgerows. It was not a refuge, however. Any soldier coming this way would be sure to check the undergrowth, and they would bring hounds.

      

      When Caillen looked back, Emer was nowhere in sight. He pulled Menzies to a halt. It took a while for Gawain to notice; he reined in his horse, saying, “Are ye mad? They will ride like the devil ‘til they reach us. Leave her!”

      

      Caillen had to pause only a fraction of a second before saying, “Ride on, Gawain. That’s an order. At least one Maclachlan must live. Tell faither to make ye Laird with me blessing if I dinnae return.”

      

      And on those words, Caillen turned back and went to fetch Emer.
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      He found her lying in the road. She had collapsed off the horse, and it was nuzzling her face with its nose.

      

      “Nay,” Emer whispered when she saw Menzies coming back around the bend, “Go back.”

      

      He ignored her. Moving swiftly, he tethered her horse to Menzies’ saddle and then bent to pick her up. Was it his imagination, or had she lost weight? She seemed to be light as a feather when he hoisted her into his arms, but then the flame of conflict was burning bright inside him, and it was apt to make things appear easier than they were in general.

      

      He threw Emer into the saddle and then jumped up behind her. As they settled themselves in for another gallop, faint shouts and the sound of horse hooves could be heard behind them. He was not sure if it was the night air making the sounds carry further than they were, but there was no doubt more than two horsemen were in hot pursuit.

      

      He kicked Menzies hard and smacked the horse on the rump. The stallion leapt into a lightning-fast gallop, drowning out the sound of pursuit that was following them – but they knew it was still there. Menzies, as trained as the animal was for precarious situations, was overloaded for galloping. Emer could feel the poor beast laboring under its load. She tried to shift herself so that her weight was not pressing down on the horse’s neck, but it was no use. The minute she tried to raise herself, her head spun around, and she knew she would fall. And then Caillen would stop to pick her up again – and then they would be found and killed.

      

      Was it her imagination, or could she feel the thunder of horse hooves shuddering the road? The sound of Menzies’ agonized breathing raked Emer’s soul to the core. The overburdened stallion would fail and stop. She could see the animal’s eyes wide with alarm, its mouth was foaming, and its sides were slick with sweat. The horses stumbled, and its hooves tripped underneath it – they fell forward a few inches, but Caillen pulled the reins with so much force he was able to hold Menzies up for the final stage.

      

      They reached the village. Caillen knew just beyond it was the crossroads and at the crossroads was a forest, mountain streams, and trails leading in all directions. The village cottages flashed past, only a vague blur in the moonlight. Emer was dimly aware of them leaving the road and entering a gap in the trees. Menzies slowed to a trot as tree branches swatted at their heads. Caillen ducked and pushed Emer’s head down until she could smell saddle leather. After a while, Emer heard the sound of water, and then Menzies crossed a mountain stream. It was bubbling and swift from the recent rains.

      

      Caillen allowed both horses to drink their fill before dismounting and filling the water skin he always kept in his saddlebag. He handed it to Emer to drink but chose to dip his hands in the steam and satisfy his thirst that way. Then he guided the stallion and tethered horse downstream, making sure to keep their hooves in the water and on river rocks. Birds began to twitter and waken in the boughs above them. The sky grew grey and then lightened. The forest ground seemed to absorb any sound of the horses’ breathing and nickering and the sporadic squeak of leather when Caillen moved his weight.

      

      Emer knew nothing of this; she was fast asleep with her cheek squashed against Menzies withers.
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        * * *

      

      She awoke when Caillen urged Menzies into a canter.

      

      “Where are we,” she asked huskily.

      

      Caillen said nothing; instead, he handed her the waterskin again. Emer drank the refreshing spring water and felt some life come back into her.

      

      When he could see she was feeling better, Caillen answered her question.

      

      “We’re approaching Chieftain MacIntosh’s lodge. He should be able to tell us what’s happening up at the keep.”

      

      Emer sat upright and then turned around to ask Caillen if she should ride the hired horse again.

      

      “Nay, I wouldnae risk it,” he replied but did not say whether it was because he was still afraid of pursuit or if he did not trust her not to fall off again.

      

      They approached the Lodge gates, and the sentries took Caillen in to see their Chieftain immediately. Not five minutes later, a maid ran out to the horses and handed Emer a cup of milk and a sugar cake. Emer ravenously drained the cup, but the girl warned her, “Dinnae rush. Yer belly will rebel,” but it was too late – Emer spewed the milk straight out again. The shock of sudden food had caught her stomach off guard.

      

      The maid consoled her, “I will fetch some more to ye, lady, just nibble that sugar cake while I’m gone.” And this time, Emer listened to her.

      

      When Caillen came out, Emer was seated on the hired horse and looking much better. As they rode out, she could not resist asking him what had been said inside.

      

      “Eating and drinking as much as I could hold were more important than any discussion, lass. But I have good news for the main. Chieftains MacIntosh and Lochart have been doing some spying of their own. We have Gilby to thank for that. He was left unmolested and so was able to raise the alarm when we didnae return. The siege has not happened yet, nor is it likely to – Gilby has rallied all our forces to hold them off. They did allow one messenger through. It seems their bargaining chip is to say they still have me as a prisoner and will kill me if faither does nae hand over the keys to the keep.”

      

      Emer said nothing while she absorbed this news. They had to get back to the keep before the old Laird did that.

      

      “It’s best if ye go on ahead without me then,” she said after some thought, “I’ll only hold ye up.”

      

      “Gilby is waiting for ye at the first outpost. Ye can bide yer time there while I put the lid back on this festering brew,” Caillen said, all his concentration on the road ahead.

      

      And true to his word, further down the road, Gilby was standing at the bottom of a small hill that had a stone watchtower perched at the top of it.

      

      “It’s good to see ye, Cai,” Gilby said, his eyes suspiciously wet and red.

      

      “Dinnae go cryin’ on me now, Gil,” Caillen said with a smile, “I hold ye responsible for Emer in the meantime. Watch out for the stairs.”

      

      And on those words, he rode away.

      

      Gilby could not wipe the grin off his face.

      

      “It’s so lovely to see ye again, miss,” he said, “when ye both did nae follow me home, I kent something were wrong. So, I told the auld Laird to send word to our allies, and then we just sat back and waited to see which way the wind blew.”

      

      Emer tried to sound casual when she replied, “The wind did indeed blow, Gilby, but it was more like a gale from the northern lands across the seas.” She could not stop her voice from quavering when she thought back over the last three days. In such a short time, it felt as though her whole life had flashed past her eyes.

      

      “Did anything tip ye off?” Emer wanted to know as they entered the tower.

      

      Gilby, keeping a wary eye on Emer as she climbed up the spiraling steps leading up to the observation post at the top of the tower, waited until they had safely reached the parapet before replying, “Losh! Where do I begin? Caillen finally put it all together. His logbooks showed a connection between the messengers arriving at our neighbors’ gates to offer them another enticing deal and Campbell or Gawain leaving the keep. And the number of times Gawain or Campbell left the castle compared to everyone else – well – it was as obvious as the nose on me face.”

      

      Thinking back, Emer realized Gawain was probably not aware of how his actions and orders could be so easily traced. He must have presumed everyone went in and out the gates as frequently as he did himself.

      

      Gilby shuffled his feet a bit before continuing, “I told him to act immediately, now that we had proof, but it was as if he could only concentrate on one thing. So, off we went to Nethy...,”

      

      Emer said nothing. She stared over the battlements, her eyes sightless and her mind turning cartwheels. The safety of the clan and castle as opposed to finding her – and Caillen had chosen to follow her. His decision had nearly cost them everything. It made no sense.

      

      “I ken what ye’re thinkin’,” Gilby said, “and I thought it too until I realized this is the first time in his life Master Cai has followed his heart and nae his head. It had to happen sooner or later. He’s had eight and twenty years, miss, and nary a one o’ them has seen him turn his head to the side for any woman. I guess we were due a brief moment o’ madness.”

      

      “I guess both of us were due one,” Emer said sadly.
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      Caillen met up with his brother, out of sight of the keep walls, inside a dilapidated croft. It had long been their safe house; as children, they would run there and hide when their old nurse wanted them to take a bath or study their books.

      

      The inside of the croft was surprisingly cozy. At the back of the gable, the windows had been boarded up, and there was a strongbox full of supplies pushed against a neat table and comfortable chair. Gawain was perched on it but got up and offered it to Caillen after giving him a Highland greeting. The meeting was not awkward; Gawain had ridden to safety at his brother’s command because the clan and Lairdship had to be kept alive at all costs.

      

      “What next?” was all he said after Caillen had sat down.

      

      “Gilby ordered a messenger to come here. Let’s pit our message against the one Sutherland wrote.”

      

      The brothers sat in companionable silence as they waited for the messenger. After a while, there was a disturbance outside, and Buidheach came in. He was no longer dressed in armor or wearing the insignia of a captain.

      

      “I’m playing messenger today, me Laird,” he said sternly.

      

      “Ye’re to hand this to me faither directly,” Caillen ordered, and then sat at the table and began to write, using a quill and ink from the strongbox.

      

      “Dearest Father and true Laird,

      

      Gawain has been a fool but has come to his senses. He is to accompany the one who carries this message back, as he has one of his own to give. We must make the Sutherland nest of vipers believe they are free to enter the keep.

      

      To this end, ye must send the Sutherland messenger back to the lodge bearing the keys to the castle and a note of most humble submission – and that’s not all. Gawain will tell the messenger to bear his own letter too. In it, he claims no abhorrent conduct on Flora’s behalf will ever stop him from loving her, and to prove this, he will show evidence of my death. He will claim to have assassinated me during our escape, saying she must take it as proof of his undying love.

      

      Fear not that this is beyond belief – Miss Flora is used to thinking men are willing to die and kill for her.

      

      Gawain is going to wrest the Lairdship from you and send for Flora and Sutherland to come. Just go along with it, dear Father. The end is nigh and rightly just.

      

      Your affectionate son,

      

      Clln M -”

      

      “Have ye got yer letter, brither?” Caillen asked.

      

      Gawain did not bother replying. He patted the breast pocket on his jerkin. Both men had cast off the caps and cloak from the Sutherland lodge as soon as the sun had risen in the sky.

      

      “I want nothing from that wretched place touching me skin,” Gawain had spat out.

      

      “Come along, me Laird,” Buidheach said to Caillen, and the three men walked out to where two horses waited. One horse carried a stretcher – the same one on which Gawain had been carried.

      

      Caillen laid down on the stretcher, made himself comfortable, and then said, “Aye, then. Let’s get this over with.”

      

      He already had the cut on his cheek, but this was not enough to convince anyone. Buidheach took a water skin out of his saddlebag and emptied the contents over Caillen’s chest. Blood sloshed out, just enough to signify someone’s lifeforce was spent.

      

      “Put a bit on his cheek to make it look fresh,” Gawain suggested.

      

      “Ye’re enjoying this, are ye nae?” Caillen groaned, and then they laughed.

      

      “Gape yer mouth a bit,” Buidheach said, “and flop one o’ yer hands over the side. Good. Let’s be off.”

      

      Gawain placed the kerchief Emer had given him over Caillen’s face and tied it under his neck so it could not shift or blow away. Now his brother’s head looked eerily like it was covered by a shroud.

      

      Gawain’s horse towed the stretcher, and the captain of the guard rode behind. There was a bit of talking at the castle gatekeep before they were swung open. A great cry came from the guardhouse.

      

      “Our Laird! Our Laird is dead!”

      

      Many wails and cries followed the procession up to the main entrance.

      

      “Make way, make way,” Buidheach commanded, “ye two men, McKinney and young Henretty, get over here an’ help me with the stretcher.”

      

      The men hoisted the stretcher high above their heads so it could be carried easily up the stairs. Caillen could feel more than two sets of hands were bearing him home.

      

      “Take him to the library, men, and be sure to cover the mirrors and draw the curtains. We must pay respect to the auld customs.”

      

      Caillen had told Buidheach to say that in case the Sutherland messenger wanted to see his ‘corpse.’ A darkened room with the mirrors covered would be just the thing to convince him.

      

      He heard the door close and allowed himself to relax; it was hard work pretending to be dead. Caillen wondered to himself why he never felt itchy when he was allowed to move around, but the minute he was required to lie still, he got an overwhelming need to scratch his skin in various places. He listened hard for the sound of footsteps in the passage and then risked rubbing the end of his nose and shifting his posture a little.

      

      Then the most unexpected incident occurred: Caillen Maclachlan fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      Emer was watching the road anxiously. It had been over one day since she had heard any news. She saw a horseman cantering at an easy pace toward the outpost and called down to Gilby, “Someone approaches!”

      

      He ran up the steps and gave her his arm to hold onto. Gilby had made her promise to only descend when she had assistance before he allowed her to stand watch.

      

      They walked down and waited at the entrance. The rider came to a halt right next to where they stood and dismounted.

      

      “The Laird sends for ye,” the rider informed them.

      

      Gilby nodded and went round the back of the tower to fetch their horses.

      

      Emer did not move, “Which Laird?” She had to know.

      

      The rider smiled and replied, “Both.”

      

      She felt such a sense of relief. Now events at the castle seemed to have come to a successful conclusion. Emer knew what she had to do.

      

      Gilby brought the hired horse from Nethy for her to mount. It had recovered completely from its grueling ride and escape and seemed as eager to reach Maclachlan castle as its rider.

      

      The three of them set off together. It was not a pleasure ride or day outside in the sunshine; it was the final stage of a long and arduous undertaking. There was no carefree banter and chat. Every occupant at the keep realized how close the clan had come to extinction.

      

      Only when Emer saw the east wing tower rising to greet her on the horizon and see the Maclachlan banner hanging from its turret did she truly believe it was at an end.

      

      Aye, everything is now at an end. I can go back to Nethy and rebuild me life. Maybe I can ask Pastor Dougal’s help to start-up me own shop. I can make soaps and toilette waters and send them to Edinburgh for sale.

      

      For Emer, her life had gone in a full circle. She had lost everything and thought her life was over. Then she believed she had found something unique and beautiful – but it had been an illusion created by her lonely heart. Now it was time to find out whether a good life was possible after loss and heartache. If someone had asked her that question one week ago, she would have stared at the person in amazement and shook her head. But there was something about staring death in the face that made a woman reassess her life.

      

      The horses crossed the gateway. Only two men stood guard, and the rest of the staff seemed to have been given the day off. The outer courtyard and stable yard was thronging with happy clan and servants. Emer could not help herself from feeling impatience – she wanted to find out what had happened. She said as much to Gilby.

      

      “Let’s go on up to the great hall, Emer. That’s where the Lairds are holding their deliberations,” he said.

      

      The messenger took their horses to the stables, leaving Emer and Gilby to go into the hall.

      

      A welcome sight met their eyes when they entered quietly through one of the side entrances.

      

      Flora was standing chained beside two tall guards. She was staring defiantly at the dais where sat the Maclachlan men. The old Laird was seated in an armchair in the middle of the table. Gawain and Caillen stood on either side.

      

      The three men had their heads together, obviously having a conference.

      

      Flora screamed up at the dais, “Ye’ll never get away with this, ye tricked-out knaves! Me faither will storm the castle!”

      

      They ignored her. Caillen sat down next to his father, wrote something on parchment, and then they spoke amongst one another again.

      

      Over a dozen chieftains from neighboring clans were also in the hall. This was clan business, and clan business was done out in the open for all to see and take part.

      

      Flora was not used to people ignoring her, “Did ye nae hear what I said! Me faither will kill ye all.”

      

      Caillen turned toward her nonchalantly, “Nay, he will nae be doin’ that, Flora. When yer faither didnae have ye to do his biddin’ and give all his orders for him, the auld man had to show his face to the servants for the first time in years. They took one look at him and put him outside the lodge gates – and then closed the gates behind him.”

      

      Flora let fly with a spew of invective. But all it did was make the chieftains in the hall laugh and comment on her skill at hurling insults. This was something quite new for Flora; at Sutherland Lodge, everyone had treated her with kid gloves and rushed to fulfill her every whim. Powerless and humiliated, all she could do was scream and curse.

      

      The Maclachlan men seemed to have finished consulting with each other. Caillen spoke out to the hall.

      

      “How does this sound: men, chieftains, and all leaders who have been handled in the most egregious fashion by the Sutherland clan.” He dipped his head down and began reading off the parchment, “They have conceded all lands taken within the last thirty years – the land is to go back to the rightful owners; likewise cattle. They have forfeited their right to train and house skilled men at arms. The withdrawing of their boundaries is to be done in a manner that does nae inconvenience the tenants and villagers residing therein. Does that sound agreeable?”

      

      All the men in the hall cheered. No ‘nays’ were heard. A few mugs of ale were tipped, and tots of whisky gulped down.

      

      “And as a guarantee of all this,” Caillen pointed down at the parchment on the table, “wee Flora Sutherland will be staying here at Maclachlan keep – as our guest.”

      

      Loud guffaws of laughter were heard when he said this.

      

      “Would ye like us to take her to the dungeons, Laird?” one of Flora’s guards said.

      

      “Aye, take her to the dungeons before her face curdles our milk,” Gawain said.

      

      “And tell her we’ve made sure our prisons have nae secret escape routes,” Caillen added as a parting shot as the guards dragged Flora away. She kicked, screamed, and lashed out at the men, but they ignored her as they would the buzzing of an annoying insect.

      

      The men began to stand up and discuss what they had just witnessed. The old Laird put up his hand and spoke out for the first time.

      

      “Stop! All is nae quite finished yet.”

      

      Everyone froze and fell silent. What more was there to say?

      

      Using his cane, Laird Cai Maclachlan stood up slowly.

      

      “For his part in all this – the successful expansion of the Sutherland clan into others’ territory; the collusion with our enemies; the betrayal of our clan -,” Laird Cai turned to Gawain standing on his left, “I banish ye, Gawain Maclachlan, from our territories and our borders forever. Give up all yer great plaid and yer tartan afore ye leave – an’ take yer manservant, Campbell, with ye.”

      

      The old man sat back down. The silence continued. To any Highlander, death would have been kinder.

      

      Gawain bowed low to his father, stepped down from the dais, and walked out of the hall. A murmur of low voices broke out in the room. Emer had seen all she needed to see. She walked out of the hall too.
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      “What d’ye mean ‘ye’re leaving,’” Davinia wanted to know, her eyes tearful.

      

      She had come back into their bedchamber after saying her farewells to Gawain. She had been forgiven for running to Gawain with her tattletale as she had been entirely in the dark about how much had been at stake.

      

      “I’m going back to live in Nethy, Davi,” Emer said calmly, “here – ye can have these.”

      

      She placed the underclothes and boots Caillen had given her onto her sister’s bed.

      

      “But, but yer secret admirer gave ye these, Em,” Davinia implored, “stay here and maybe ye will meet him, or we can find two swains at the Lachlainn fair, just like ye promised we would!”

      

      Emer gave a wan smile and continued folding her clothes into her shawl. Not one garment from the Maclachlan keep would be going home with her.

      

      Davinia, knowing her sister so well, saw Emer meant what she said. Losing Gawain and her sister on the same day was too much for Davinia. She fell down on the bed and began weeping miserably.

      

      Emer gave her a pat on the back, threw her pack over her back, and went downstairs to saddle Bessie, who had been brought back from the Nethy inn safely. She bumped into Gilby in the stables. He was feeding Menzies an apple.

      

      The man smiled at Emer, “This horse saved yer lives. I could stand here and feed the rascal apples all day – I’m that happy.”

      

      He stopped talking when he saw Emer put the pack in Bessie’s saddlebag.

      

      “What’s to - do, miss? Dinnae tell me ye have to leave to go and put yer affairs in order again.”

      

      Emer did not know what to say for a moment, and then she realized there was nothing to fear by letting Gilby understand her reason for leaving.

      

      “I’m returning to Nethy, Gilby, but this time I’m nae coming back.”

      

      “But...but Emer!” Gilby stuttered.

      

      She held up her hand, “I’m a servant, Gilby, and no love in the world can change that fact. I plan on living in a place where no one can throw insults in me face for simply occupying the station I hold,” she gave him a rueful smile, “maybe it’s me Highland pride.”

      

      She gave him a hug, “I’m off to the kitchens to get some food and say farewell to Davinia. I thank ye for everything, ye kind, sweet man.”

      

      After filling her pockets with all the sugar cakes, a sobbing Mistress Drummond gave her and giving the lady a consoling hug, she looked around the kitchens for her sister.

      

      At that moment, the spit roast boy, promoted to page boy since Cook’s new-fangled closed stove had been installed, ran in.

      

      “If ye’re looking for yer sister, Emer, she said to tell ye she had to go the east wing. Ye ken the room with the ring handle made of bronze? Somethin’ to do with changing the bedsheets.”

      

      Emer was not looking forward to running up all those stairs, not with her clumsy ways, but she must give Davinia one last hug. She lifted up her skirts and carefully made her way up to the room. She had felt so numb and empty since her fight with Caillen in the cellar. Emer did not even react when she saw which room it was.

      

      The bedchamber where she and Caillen had first kissed.

      

      Wearily, she turned the handle and went in. The curtains over the window embrasures were closed tight, and the room was dark.

      

      Suddenly, she was grabbed around the waist by a pair of strong arms. A small shriek escaped her lips before a mouth covered them with a passionate embrace.

      

      Emer knew those strong arms, that mouth, the feel of a soft, scratchy beard rubbing her skin with its delicious roughness. It was Caillen. She could not help herself. She loved him with all her heart and wanted nothing more than for him to take her in his arms and make love to her.

      

      Nay! I cannae allow me body and heart to overrule me head! He’s a Laird--he will always be a Laird. And I will always be a servant in his eyes whenever I do something to displease him.

      

      Steeling her resolve, Emer pushed Caillen away.

      

      “Nay!” she said, and never had a word cost her more effort to say.

      

      Caillen had expected Emer to react like this. He deeply regretted the angry words he had said to her in the cellar. Before Gawain had left the keep, he had pulled his brother aside.

      

      “I cozened yer betrothed somethin’ bad, brither. Ye must forgive me. Not even a learned philosopher from the university would have been able to see through me performance. And when she refused to accept the lies I told her about ye – I blackmailed her.”

      

      Caillen was prepared to beg and plead before allowing Emer to leave.

      

      “Emer, please forgive me for the harsh words I spoke to ye back in the cellar. I was mad and lost me reason. I should’ve believed ye, love.”

      

      She sighed, “It’s nae the point I was makin’, me Laird...,”

      

      Her voice lingered on the last word.

      

      “Emer,” Caillen begged, “if ye love me, lass, ye’ll nae leave. Well? Do ye?”

      

      He had her over a barrel. She could not lie.

      

      Emer gave a small nod of her head. As dim as the lighting in the bedchamber was, Caillen was still able to see.

      

      He swept her up into his arms once more, “Thank goodness,” he whispered huskily, “I thought me stupid tantrum had chased the love out o’ yer heart. Dearest, darling Emer, dinnae leave me, I beg ye.”

      

      She struggled and then collapsed against his chest, “But we have different ranks – what will folks say?”

      

      Caillen had heard enough. He picked Emer up and threw her down on the bed, just the way he had dreamed of doing since they had first kissed. When he went to lay beside her, he lifted her gloriously dark hair out from under her shoulders and began to kiss her neck. In between the warm, ardent kisses, he said, “If it means that much to ye, Em, I’ll renounce the Lairdship.”

      

      His mouth moved further down to her breasts, gently pushing back her demure fichu and throwing it to the side; his fingers untied her bodice with feverish urgency. Once her breasts were exposed to his hot, passionate embrace, Emer had difficulty in concentrating on anything else. It was as if his caresses had the power to stop her decision to leave the castle in its tracks. All she could think about was how desirable Caillen looked when he removed his shirt.

      

      As though reading her mind, Caillen ripped his shirt off his shoulders. The moment Emer saw the hard, firm muscles rippling over his arms, stomach, and chest, a feeling of pleasure coursed through her veins. When she touched his skin, a craving sensation electrified her body, warming the place where she was rubbing her thighs together in desperate anticipation for what was to come.

      

      Their desire for each other was stronger than any thought or argument. They had a desperate need to experience the union they both knew would leave them with utter fulfillment. Not bothering to undress, the urge was so intense. Caillen lifted her skirts, and they joined their bodies together with a thrusting, pulsing haste. The memory of what had happened in this room before only served to make them want it more.

      

      Emer clasped him closer to her, feeling the rhythm in their bodies mount in unison. He was everything she ever wanted in a man; so potent, so masculine, and ruggedly handsome. And he was hers, of that she had no doubt. She could feel his need to release mounting with every plunge of his hips, and so she allowed her body to let go. When he heard her sighs of bliss increase and grow louder, Caillen found it as intoxicating as he found her beautiful.

      

      After what seemed like an eternity of heaven, the two lovers fell back on the covers, breathless and satiated. But the feeling lingered in the air that this moment was not enough, and they would want to do it again very soon.

      

      Not one hour had passed before Emer felt the need to press her body insistently against Caillen’s once more. They had been lying in one another’s arms, so tightly intertwined she was not sure where her body ended, and his began. When her passion rose up within her, it almost took her by surprise – it felt as though whatever he did to her only made her crave him more.

      

      But this time, Emer wanted to be undressed, and there was nothing she needed more right now than to see Caillen naked beside her, to lick and caress and inhale him to her heart’s content. When she began untying her riding habit, Caillen’s interest revived immediately. He did not even have to be asked before he was removing his clothes as urgently as Emer.

      

      The room – their special room – had become sultry and warm with the quickening of their breathing and sensual, voluptuous strokes. This time, it would be a voyage of discovery, possibly the most important merging of their bodies since they first realized they desired each other. They were naked, and the night stretched ahead of them with uninterrupted possibilities. His mouth explored her hidden places, no longer needing to use his hands to make her burst with the utmost delectable delight. He let her mount him, and she, in turn, allowed him to turn her onto her stomach and move into her from behind. There did not seem to be any part of her or any position that would not bring her to the peak of satisfaction.

      

      Emer lost count of the number of times she screamed out loud in pleasure and could only be thankful this part of the castle was kept empty when there were no guests. For a long while, it seemed as though they were trapped in a sensual bubble of bliss, where time stood still, and their bodies were able to regenerate an eagerness at just one touch or kiss.

      

      Eventually, they felt satiated, exhausted, and calm enough to talk about the future.

      

      “I’ll nae let ye out o’ me sight again, sweet Em,” Caillen whispered in her ear, “just in case ye have any ideas about leaving.”

      

      She gave a soft giggle, still giddy after the climax which had shaken her body.

      

      “Then ye better tell Gilby to go back down to the stables and unsaddle poor Bessie,” she said.

      

      Then Emer Wylie turned on her side and - making sure Caillen, Laird Maclachlan of Maclachlan castle keep was watching - began to show him how deeply she loved him.

      

      
        
        The End?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Extended Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Eager to learn what the future holds for Emer and Caillen?

      

      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/s032
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      Thank you for reading my novel, Scent of a Highland Lass. I really hope you enjoyed it! If you did, could you please be so kind to write a review HERE?

      

      It is very important for me to read your thoughts about my book to further improve my writing.

      

      Please use the link below:

      

      https://www.julianawight.com/7unw

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Do you want more Romance?

          

        

      

    

    
      If you’re a true fan of the Scottish romance genre, here are the first chapters of my previous best-selling novel: Her Highland Stranger

      

      This is the story of Wal, a young man who, in search of his blood father, met Yvaine, a beautiful yet emotionally restricted lass. Together they will try to carve their place in the world, without them knowing they are pawns in a game they don't understand. How will they grab the reins of their destiny? And what does fate have in store for them?
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      His name was Wal, and he was a stranger. Wal had always known that this was what his name meant, always known that there was something different about him. He knew that it was unusual to grow up with two parents in their forties and no siblings. He knew that neither his Da nor his Ma had his long ginger hair or blue eyes or height.

      

      It shouldnae have surprised me when they told me everything, but it sent me reeling nonetheless.

      

      He’d only turned four-and-twenty three days ago, and it had changed everything. His Da had married his Ma at that age, it transpired, and Wal asked them why they’d never had any other children. He’d never seen such tiredness on their elderly faces as he did at that moment.

      

      “Och, me son,” his Ma, Sadie, had sighed. She only reached midway up his chest, her steel-grey hair and wrinkled face emphasized by her stoop, but she still patted his cheek like he was a boy. “Och, me lad. How have ye so grown already? Have we really gotten so old as all of this?”

      

      Wal’s Da, Joe, had let out a loud sigh of his own. “Sadie, we should have told him long before now, and ye ken it. We’ve been putting it off, son. The truth is, yer Mither’s barren, or maybe I am, we dinnae ken. Bairn after bairn we made, year after year, and each one withered in the womb before it had a chance to breathe yon Highland air.”

      

      “I dinnae understand,” Wal had told them. Though he was a man grown, he still sat on the threadbare rug that decorated the floor while his parents took the two stools before the fireplace. Outside, the weather was gathering. He remembered very clearly thinking that there would be a storm later, not realizing how soon a personal storm would change his life.

      

      Sadie had burst into tears at that. “I was already one-and-forty when ye were born, me love. Yer faither – nae yer da, yer real faither – he brought ye here to me. He begged me to raise ye, said he didnae have a clue what to do with ye otherwise. I told him I was too old and too inexperienced, but he insisted, and I couldnae help but feel bad for him. Plus, I’d always wanted a bairn, and ye were so wee. His wife wouldnae have ye, yer mither was deid…”

      

      Wal had not been so surprised to find out he and his parents did not share blood, but the revelation about his birth parents sent a shiver through him. “His wife wasnae me birth mither?”

      

      “Och, nae,” Joe had said, laying a comforting hand on Sadie’s shoulder. “Nae, yer poor deid mither was a young lass, a maid or something of the sort. Lady MacEwen is as barren as yer Ma.”

      

      “Lady MacEwen?” Wal had repeated. His brain was racing at a thousand miles per hour, and he was suddenly beside himself. “What in the blazes do ye mean, Lady MacEwen? Are ye trying to tell me that me birth faither is—"

      

      “The Laird of MacEwen, aye,” Joe agreed, not sounding entirely thrilled about the fact. He got up and went over to the small cupboard at the side of the room, taking out a little box that had been locked for as long as Wal could remember.

      

      Sadie had rubbed at her eyes, then reached around her neck, opening the necklace she always wore – her only piece of jewelry – to withdraw a tiny key. She handed it to her husband, and he unlocked the box.

      

      “He left three things for ye before he rode off into the night,” Sadie explained. “He insisted on yer name, and he gave us these.”

      

      Joe withdrew a shining golden brooch from the box, untouched by the four-and-twenty years since Wal’s own birth. On it was etched a crest – the crest of the neighboring Clan MacEwen.

      

      It’s true then. I am who they say I am.

      

      He reached out with trembling fingers, accepting it as his Da handed it over. He turned it over in his hands, blown away by the weight of it. If they’d wanted, his parents could have sold this brooch and been rich. Instead, they had kept it for him all of these years!

      

      Then Joe had drawn out a bolt of cloth from the box as well, deep green patched with gold. “Ye were wrapped in this when he brought ye,” he said. “It was the third and last thing the Laird left for ye.”

      

      Wal had pinned the brooch to his shirt and accepted the blanket, and spent a long time just staring at it.

      

      His parents had not been surprised when, a few hours after, he declared he would set off as soon as possible for Clan McEwen. Back in the present, he was already halfway there, miles from home. He felt an ache in his heart where they should be.

      

      “Och, are ye gonnae spend the whole journey with yer face like a skelped backside?” a voice teased from beside him, shaking him from his maudlin thoughts.

      

      Wal turned his head to see his best friend, Scott, watching him from his own horse, his green eyes sparkling in the afternoon sunlight. “I dinnae ken why I brought ye along,” Wal responded with a laugh. “Ye’re a nuisance.”

      

      “Aye, well, someone as maudlin as ye needs a nuisance now and again,” Scott told him easily. “And when ye told me where ye were going, I could hardly let ye ride off alone, now could I? Who’d comfort yer poor ma if ye got yerself killed?”

      

      They continued to playfully bicker as they rode, and Wal was thankful for it. In truth, he could not have asked for a better travel companion – or a better friend – than Scott. They’d known each other since boyhood, and they balanced each other in a way that Wal had needed his whole life.

      

      People find me height and manner intimidating, but Scott’s always been unafraid to jokingly mock me. It keeps me grounded.

      

      Of course, they were men, and as men, Wal could hardly express such feelings of love and gratitude to his friend. So instead, he said, “Ye ken, many lesser men would have pushed ye off yer horse by now, aye?”

      

      Scott just laughed, clearly at ease, “Well, aye, but many lesser men have nae just discovered that they’re the secret son of a Laird. Are ye gonnae make me bow and scrape now that ye’re nobility?”

      

      Wal hadn't realized how much tension he’d been carrying in his body until he felt his shoulders relax now. He didn't know how he felt about this revelation, even now, hours later. “Nobility, is it?” he said, the word tasting strange on his tongue. “Yesterday, I was just a simple farmer’s lad.”

      

      Scott chuckled a little ruefully this time as they guided the horse down one of the rolling hills toward the forest that separated the two clans. “Nay, Wal. Ye’re many things, but ye’ve never been a simple farmer’s lad, nae since we met twenty years ago. I’ve always kent that ye were bound for something bigger. Maybe that’s why I was so eager to befriend ye, eh?” Then his seriousness faded, and he was japing once again. “After all, it couldnae have been yer personality!”

      

      Wal rolled his eyes at his friend’s antics, but Scott’s words stuck somewhere deep inside him.

      

      Bound for something bigger? That’s an awful polite way to say ‘the odd man out.’

      

      Because that’s what he’d been, even then when he’d been four playing a chasing game with three-year-old Scott. That’s what he’d been with all the other lads when he’d gotten older and wanted to play fight with the rest of them.

      

      He’d never fit, not at all, and now he finally knew why. But as he rode toward the next step of his destiny, he could not help but wonder: would he fit there, either?

      

      Probably not.

      

      He was no farmer’s son, but he didn't feel like a Laird’s son either. When he tried to think about who he was, he only knew two things for sure.

      

      His name was Wal, and he was a stranger.
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        * * *

      

      They were deep in the forest when Wal heard the tell-tale whinny that indicated an angry horse. A desperate cry followed immediately after it: “Woah! Stop! Stop!”

      

      That’s a woman’s voice.

      

      “We’ve got to help,” he told Scott, who nodded, and the two of them turned their mounts in the direction of the noise.

      

      They rode quickly until they reached a clearing, and in the center was a large stallion, neighing and bucking wildly, a young woman clinging to its mane for dear life. “What’s wrong with ye?!” she screamed. “Stop!”

      

      Wal didn't stop to think. He jumped off of his horse before they’d even stopped moving and ran across the clearing toward the helpless maiden. He got in front of the angry horse, narrowly avoiding its dangerous hooves as they swung near his body.

      

      One kick could mean the end of it for me, but I cannae just leave her to fall.

      

      “Ho there!” he called firmly, grabbing the horse by the tight reins at its nose. It wasn't a yell – he didn't want to scare the creature any more – but rather the deep, commanding voice he used with the dogs and horses back home. “Enough of this, you hear? Enough.”

      

      The horse brayed angrily, trying to thrash his head, but Wal held him tightly in place. He saw Scott approaching and nodded, indicating that his friend should help the woman down from the back while he tried to calm the creature.

      

      The stallion was wild-eyed, trying to bite and kick, its anger now focused entirely on Wal, but he continued to speak in that same calm tone. “Woah there, lad,” he said, firm but soothing. “What’s got ye all frightened, eh?”

      

      The woman was still clinging to the horse, but Wal was glad to see that she had a brain enough in her head to let go and slide down when Scott arrived to help her. He wanted to ask if she was all right, but he had to keep his attention on the stallion.

      

      “Hush, now,” he said, a little more soothingly. Wal was thankful that he had grown so tall and strong – the horse could have hurt him severely in his blind panic otherwise by now. “Hush. It isnae as bad as ye think,” he assured the creature. “Och, ye’re a bonny thing, are ye nae? Did ye catch a scent of something ye didnae like, is that it? Dinnae worry, lad, nothing’s coming for ye.”

      

      Wal continued this stream of words, the content not really mattering, soothing, and comforting. Eventually, he let go of the reins with one hand, hesitantly reaching out to pet the stallion’s nose.

      

      There was a frozen moment, then the horse neighed and bucked against his hand, and Wal let out a sigh of relief.

      

      “There’s a good lad,” he said, petting him affectionately. “I kent ye were, really. All calm now, aye?”

      

      Only when he was absolutely certain that the stallion had calmed entirely did he turn away, one hand loosely on his guiding rein, and turn to where Scott stood a little further back with the woman they’d saved.

      

      When he got his first proper look at her, the world changed entirely.

      

      She was the most beautiful woman that he had ever seen, even in his own imagination, and he could not believe that she stood right there before him now. She was well-built, with good shoulders and hips under her fine dress, gentle curves that drew the eye modestly covered by her clothing. Any man of Wal’s age would have taken notice, but that wasn't what so distracted him now.

      

      Her skin was fair and soft, with light freckling on her nose, and her hair, though tied back, looked like tresses of brown silk curled near her head. But the thing that drew Wal in most were her eyes. They were the strangest color he had ever seen, and he could not stop staring.

      

      It’s like those eyes have trapped me soul, and I’m nae even sure I want it back.

      

      Wal’s own eyes were blue, and people often commented on the dark depths of the color they held, but they were nothing to this maiden's eyes as they focused on him now. They were bright, but not quite blue – they were the color of the wood violets that grew wild in the spring, a mix of blue and purple that shone in the daylight.

      

      She opened her mouth – and she had good lips, curved just right, perfect for kissing. Wal hadn't kissed all that many maidens, but he knew that those he had would all fall away from his mind if he was to taste those lips. He waited for her words, sure she would whisper gentle thanks in a bell-like voice to go with her beauty.

      

      “That,” she said softly, “Was the bravest thing I’ve ever seen.” Then her tone changed, and suddenly her lovely face turned to exasperation. “And the most foolish! Are ye quite daft, man? The horse could have killed ye where ye stood!”

      

      Beside her, Scott glanced at her in surprise. “Me friend just saved yer life, Miss.”

      

      “Aye, he did at that and nearly lost his own in the process,” the woman replied, shaking her head. “Honestly, ye men and yer braveries! Well, thank ye, but dinnae go risking yer life like that for every damsel ye happen to come across, ye hear me?”

      

      Wal knew he should be shocked, but all he felt was a mixture of surprise and amusement, if he was honest. That a woman should speak in such a way to him! He couldn't help but laugh. “That’s quite a mouth ye’ve got on ye, lass,” he told her. “Do ye speak to everyone who rescues ye like this?”

      

      She folded her arms, one delicate chestnut eyebrow raised in an arch. “Aye, is that what ye think? And tell me, do ye think I look like a maid in need of saving by a man every five minutes?”

      

      Wal snorted, and Scott said, “Well, ye ken, we did just have to rescue ye from a rogue horse.”

      

      The woman shook her head, tutting. “Rionnag wouldnae have hurt me,” she said. “He just got a bit frightened, is all. Now ye, Sir Redhead, he would have knocked yer heid clean off yer shoulders if ye’d given him half a chance.”

      

      “He had more than half a chance,” Wal told her. “And me name is Wal. That’s Scott. And Rionnag may be a fair steed, but if ye’d have fallen, ye’d be just as deid as anyone else, whether he wanted it or not.”

      

      Something flashed in her eyes, but it wasn't anger. She gave a very small smile, and Wal’s heart leaped in joy that he’d pleased her. “Well,” she allowed, “Ye may have a point there. Thank ye, sir. Can I give ye a favor in return?”

      

      “I’ll have yer name,” Wal replied instantly. Scott looked at him in clear exasperation, but Wal ignored him, his mind focused entirely on this beautiful woman. “I dinnae need anything else.”

      

      “Ye’re a strange one, Wal,” she said after a moment. “Aye, all right, then. Me name is Yvaine. A pleasure to meet ye and all that.”

      

      “And ye,” Wal told her.

      

      “Clearly,” Scott replied, looking between the pair of them with a long-suffering expression on his face. “Come, Wal. Ye’ve got yer noble faither to meet, ye cannae be dallying with every pretty lassie we come across.”

      

      Wal nodded, the spell broken by the reminder. “Aye,” he said apologetically. “Aye. Well, Miss Yvaine…”

      

      “Dinnae worry. Me traveling party will be here soon. Off ye go,” she said, still looking amused.

      

      And so Wal and Scott said their goodbyes and rode off to change Wal’s life. Though, as he thought of those violet eyes, he could not help but think it had unwittingly been changed already.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      “He told me his name was Wal, and his friend was Scott,” Yvaine told her father as she finished explaining exactly what had happened when Rionnag had gotten frightened and ran ahead of the party.

      

      She hadn't been able to admit it in front of her rescuers, of course. Still, it had been a rather terrifying experience. One minute, she’d been riding quite happily alongside her father and her attendant. Then there was a loud banging noise from somewhere in the forest, and suddenly Rionnag was bolting ahead, barely aware of his mistress on his back.

      

      I fair thought I’d met me death until those two farm lads came from the trees to save me.

      

      “The way he handled Rionnag, Faither!” she said, still scarcely able to believe it. “It was like he was dealing with a newborn foal rather than a grown stallion!”

      

      Though Yvaine had teased him, watching Wal tame the horse after Scott helped her slip off Rionnag’s back had been a sight to behold. Scott was pleasant enough to look at, a little taller than Yvaine with bright green eyes and shining blond hair, but if she was honest, she’d hardly looked at him at all.

      

      When I saw them emerge from the forest, I thought one of the Sith had come to save me life or spirit me away to Faerie.

      

      Wal looked like no man she had ever seen. He was taller than anyone she knew, except maybe the Laird. His hair was long and red like fire, his eyes the bright blue of the sky. His clothes strained at his well-toned chest and arms, and she felt herself blushing slightly at the memory. She’d never noticed someone so physically before, and she wasn't sure what it meant.

      

      “It sounds like ye had quite the adventure, daughter,” said her father, shaking his head. He was a stocky man, with ink-black hair that looked almost blue and her own strange purplish-blue eyes. He was a handsome man, yet he’d never taken another woman after Yvaine’s mother Maggie’s death some years before.

      

      Even after all of these years, though, Yvaine could still remember her mother's last conversation about her father. “Torquil works too hard,” Maggie had said. “And if I’m to go and leave the two of ye alone, I need ye to help him as much as ye can.”

      

      Her father did work hard, Yvaine knew, but there was no wonder about why. He was the right-hand man to the Laird of their clan and the presumed heir since Laird McEwen lacked children. Yvaine was aware she’d grown up in a world of advantage, and she was grateful for it. It had given her freedom that many other women lacked.

      

      “I did at that,” she admitted. “But I could have handled Rionnag even without a man and his fine muscles.”

      

      Torquil chuckled.  “Ye’re as wild as yer mither was. Caught yer eye, this savior lad, did he?”

      

      Yvaine snorted in response. “Hardly. He thought himself quite clever, I think. He kept trying to spar with me in our words – as if any lad could pull off such a thing when Mither trained me so well!”

      

      “Ye should have kept him back so I could thank him,” Torquil told her. “For me stubborn daughter’s life, I mean. Both him and his friend.”

      

      “Nay, they were in quite a hurry,” Yvaine told him, petting Rionnag’s neck now that he was calm. “Scott said something about them being due to meet Wal’s noble faither, whatever that meant.”

      

      A strange look shot across Torquil’s face, filled with a whole host of emotions, but it vanished before Yvaine had time to understand any of them. Torquil had never been an expressive man, even less so since Maggie had tied, and Yvaine often found herself wishing that she could understand her father just a little more.

      

      “Is everything all right, Faither?” she pressed. “Ye look concerned.”

      

      “Just grand, lass,” he replied. “Come, mount that beast. It’s time we got back to McEwen Castle. Put this lad out of your mind.”

      

      But though had she teased and criticized him, as Yvaine did as she was bid, she wasn't sure that forgetting Wal was going to be possible at all.
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        * * *

      

      “Laird McEwen will see ye now,” said the castle guard who had kept them waiting in the front hall for over an hour. He was a thin, short man with a look of snobby pride about him that Wal disliked instantly.

      

      Scott grinned. “Told ye so,” he said, supremely pleased with himself. The guard had rudely informed them several times that the Laird had no time for them and even gone so far as to accuse Wal of carrying a false crest.

      

      Wal had been ready to fight his way in, even reaching for the old sword his Da had gifted him the day he turned one-and-twenty, but Scott had intervened first. Scott had waved a bag of coin in front of the guard’s face – Lord knew where he’d discovered it – and said, “Well? Ye think ye can at least go and check?”

      

      And now they were to see the Laird.

      

      Me Faither.

      

      Wal took a breath. He wasn't nervous, not exactly, but he wasn't sure what he was supposed to expect. How did a man of four-and-twenty greet his true father for the first time in his life?

      

      There was something else, too. Wal knew his whole mind should be focused on the meeting to come, but instead, he found it traveling back to the clearing in the forest and those strange eyes.

      

      Scott pushed lightly at his elbow as they followed the stuck-up guard along the corridor. “What’s that face?” he whispered. “Are ye thinking of that lassie again? Get yer priorities in order, man.”

      

      Wal scowled but conceded the point as they reached a large set of wooden double doors. The scowling guard pushed them open and gestured that he should go inside.

      

      “Nae point in waiting,” Scott whispered encouragingly. Wal nodded, took a breath, and walked through the door to his new life with his faithful friend behind him.

      

      The man waiting inside was the only person that Wal had ever seen who, even sitting, was obviously as tall as Wal himself. He had cold grey eyes but his hair, cut short to his ears, was as red as Wal’s own where it wasn't salted with white. Those stony eyes focused on him now as he entered.

      

      A woman sat next to him, and Wal could not tell if she was ugly or beautiful due to her face's pinched expression. She had blonde-brown hair, much darker than Scott’s, though Wal could not see her eyes since they were roving everywhere except in his direction.

      

      That must be Lady McEwen. Nae exactly welcoming.

      

      Scott coughed awkwardly and stepped back, standing by the door beside the Laird’s men there and allowing Wal to walk forward to meet his father alone.

      

      Wal paused halfway between the door and the table where the Laird and Lady sat, feeling half a boy again. “Er. Thank ye for seeing me, Me Laird,” he said, though he had no idea how to address nobility beyond this. He hoped he hadn't insulted him inadvertently.

      

      “You are Wal?” the Laird asked him, sounding almost bored. “Me guard brought me the items I left with the bairn all those years ago, it’s true, but how am I to ken that ye’re nae just some opportunist who robbed them from the poor old family I left the lad with?”

      

      Wal blinked. He had not been expecting instant affection like he felt with his own parents, but this was harsh. “Erm…I dinnae ken how to prove to ye otherwise, Me Laird. I just ken what me Ma and Da – er, me foster parents – told me just this morning.”

      

      The Lady shifted uncomfortably, saying nothing. Beside her, the Laird just looked at Wal like he would look at a cow in a field – a temporary distraction from the scenery, nothing more.

      

      “Hmph,” Laird McEwen said, obviously unimpressed. “That doesnae prove much. I have nae—”

      

      “Och, he’s yer son, Craig,” the Lady snapped. Her voice was high and strained like she was struggling to hold herself together. “Can ye nae see it’s like a looking-glass for ye? His height, face, his hair…the only difference is those accursed eyes he’s looking at ye with. Those are her eyes.”

      

      Wal blinked rapidly, his stomach rapidly dropping at the coldness of his greeting both from the woman and the man who was supposed to be his father. The bile in her voice when she spoke of her – Wal could only imagine that she meant his late birth mother – made it clear that, at least in her eyes, he was not welcome here.

      

      Laird McEwen huffed. “Aye. Aye, all right. There’s nae need to be so fussy. Lad, what were ye expecting in coming here?” His eyes traveled to Scott in the background with marked distaste, then back to Wal. “Ye and yer…servant.”

      

      “Scott is me friend,” Wal corrected, mildly but firmly. “And I came here because I’m a man grown, and I wanted to meet me Faither. I thought he might want to meet me as well.”

      

      The Laird didn't even react to that, just tilted his head and continued to observe him. “Very well. Then stay if ye must, but it will nae be in me castle. I dinnae have time to be looking after a bairn, especially nae an overgrown one like ye seem to be. Find yerself and yer friend a house and stay in the clan if ye must, but dinnae be putting on airs. Ye’re nae heir to anything yet. Ye’re nae special just because ye carry me blood.”

      

      I didnae claim to be special or ask to be an heir! I just wanted to meet me Faither!

      

      But, out loud, all he said was, “Aye, of course, Me Laird.” He bowed his head again and said, “Thank ye for being kind enough to let me stay. If there’s any way I can prove meself to you and how much I’d like to get to ken ye—”

      

      “Ye will prove yerself,” the Laird told him. “Or ye’ll leave. This isnae some country retreat. Now go. Yer presence is distressing me wife.”

      

      Wal wanted to argue, but he wasn't even sure where to start. He was hurt, angry, and confused all at once, and he really couldn't tell which of the emotions clamoring for attention in his head was strongest. Instead, closing his mouth tight, he nodded silently and turned to leave.

      

      Scott moved to be beside him without a word, and together they walked out of the Laird’s room.

      

      When the heavy wooden doors swung closed, Scott said, “So…do ye want to talk about what just happened there?”

      

      “Nay,” Wal said shortly. “I dinnae. Come, we must find somewhere to lay our heads for the night, at least.”

      

      “Will we stay, then?” Scott asked. His eyebrows raised so high in his forehead that Wal was sure they’d disappear into his hairline. “Even when he behaved so awfully to you?”

      

      Wal looked at him, every muscle in his body tightening. “He will acknowledge me, Scott,” he told his friend as they passed the smug, smirking guard once more. “I dinnae care what I have to do. I will get recognition from me own Faither.”

      

      “Good luck,” the guard sneered. Wal considered punching him but figured that would hardly go over well with his father, and so said nothing as the guard pushed the front door open.

      

      Scott and Wal left the Castle behind, walking down the steps to head into the Castle town, but as they turned a corner, he stopped short.

      

      He’d almost walked straight into someone, and suddenly it was very hard not to believe in destiny.
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        * * *

      

      “Wal,” Yvaine exclaimed in surprise after she’d steadied herself from the near-collision. She’d only been walking into the Castle to attend her aunt, the Lady of the Castle – this was the last thing she’d expected. “What—why—”

      

      “You!” Scott cried, obviously as surprised as Yvaine felt. “What are ye doing here?”

      

      Wal blinked at her with those deep blue eyes. “Yvaine,” he said slowly. “Well, I’ll be. Ye didnae tell me that ye were from Clan McEwen.”

      

      Yvaine frowned thoughtfully. “Well, ye didnae tell me either,” she said, a little shaken at his sudden appearance. “And what are ye doing in the Castle of all places? The town—”

      

      She stopped, catching the smirk on Scott’s face. She glanced between the pair of them, then gasped. “That’s what ye meant by his noble faither?” she demanded of Scott. “The Laird?”

      

      “Aye,” Scott said, grinning. “We only found out this morning, but apparently Laird McEwen is Wal’s very own faither. And who, exactly, are ye to be swanning into the Castle so?”

      

      Yvaine didn’t answer his question, staring at Wal in disbelief. “So the rumors of a hidden bastard are true. Have ye come to claim yer heirship then?” she asked.

      

      Me Faither will be furious, everything he’s worked for overturned by some stranger!

      

      And yet, neither could Yvaine deny the resemblance now that she thought of it. She hadn’t realized in the forest, but Wal looked incredibly like Laird McEwen.

      

      “I’m nae claiming any heirship,” Wal said, a little darkly. “Me faither apparently wasnae thrilled by what he saw. He says I’m to prove meself before he’s willing to even acknowledge me. Scott and I are looking for somewhere to stay.”

      

      He spoke airily, but there was a sadness hidden in his voice that pulled at Yvaine’s heart. That simply wouldn’t do. This man had saved her life not a few hours before, and she simply couldn’t let him wallow here in misery.

      

      Besides, it wouldnae be so bad to have him around a wee bit longer.

      

      “Well, ye’ll obviously have to work a lot to prove yerself,” she teased. “I mean, just look at ye.”

      

      “Sassy lass, are ye nae?” Scott asked, looking and sounding annoyed, but Yvaine was pleased to see amusement in Wal’s expression.

      

      Yvaine smiled at Scott a little too angelically. “That’s a problem for ye, is it?”

      

      “Nae for me,” Wal replied with a chuckle, the darkness in his eyes clearing a little. “I can handle a wee bit of fire, lass, though I dinnae ken what I did to deserve such teasing except saving you from a raging horse.”

      

      “Ah, I can tell by the flames on yer head that ye can handle fire,” she replied, very pleased she’d teased a smile from him. “All right. If ye wish to banter more, then ye simply must stay. Go and ask Farmer Joseph in the south of the village if he’s still loaning out his old cottages. If ye need some coin…”

      

      What am I saying! How inappropriate am I gonnae be?

      

      Scott raised an eyebrow. “Does yer Faither ken ye’re offering to lend strange men money, Miss Yvaine?”

      

      “Hush,” Wal told him, putting a warning hand on Scott’s shoulder. Yvaine was surprised and impressed by how quickly Scott obeyed, as though Wal’s very word was his bond. “She’s only trying to help. Thank ye kindly, Yvaine. If ye must tell us the way, I’m sure we’ll manage from there.”

      

      Yvaine coughed and nodded, then took out some of the scrap paper she always carried around with her. She paused, her pen above it. “Can ye read?” she asked uncertainly.

      

      Scott huffed, but Wal smiled at her. “Aye, both of us can. We were lucky enough that our parents, poor as they were, made sure we got an education. I’m fair certain me Faither left some money for the purpose, too.”

      

      There was something very fanciful about that image in Yvaine’s mind – two young farmer’s sons learning their letters and rising above everything the world could ever have expected from them.

      

      This Wal, especially, he’s got a story that’s yet to be told.

      

      She scribbled down the address and handed it to him, and then both gentlemen bid their farewells. When they were gone, Yvaine stared after them for a moment, a little disconcerted about what had just happened. She was used to having the upper hand in conversations – man or woman.

      

      But when Wal speaks, I lose my tongue’s edge.

      

      What did it mean? Had she finally found an opponent worthy of her banter? Or, given the revelation of his identity, was it something much more worrying than that?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Farmer Joseph Mulaney was a stocky man in his mid-fifties with mismatched eyes – one blue, one brown – and a frown on his face. His big unruly black beard meshed into his hair so well that it was impossible to tell the difference. Though he was significantly shorter than Wal, Wal still felt as though the man was towering over him. The farmer stood with his hands on his hips, looking obviously unimpressed while listening to their modified version of their story.

      

      “So let me be sure that I understand,” Mulaney said slowly in a long drawl. He pointed at Scott. “Ye’re a travelin’ tinker, while ye—” he moved his finger to Wal, “Are a solder for hire, and ye’re both looking for somewhere to stay.”

      

      “That’s right, aye,” Scott agreed cheerfully. “Wal here is me protection against the kind of villains ye find on the road.”

      

      Mulaney let out a snort and folded his arms. “Oh, aye? And ye just so happened to end up in our town, the seat of our clan, with yer soldier friend looking like a clone of our Laird?”

      

      There was a long pause where nobody spoke, then Wal chuckled ruefully. “Aye, Scott, we didnae think that through, did we? Dinnae look so suspicious, farmer. Me friend thought it would be best if I kept me identity secret. Still, I suppose that isnae really a possibility around here, is it?”

      

      The farmer tutted. “Well, if ye’ll be wanting one of me cottages, ye’ll tell the truth. Speak plainly, lads. Who are ye?”

      

      Wal and Scott exchanged looks, and then Scott sighed and gestured for Wal to go ahead. Wal nodded and said, “Well, me resemblance to his Lairdship is nae coincidence, it seems. I found out only this morning that it seems he’s me long-lost faither, sir. I’m here in the clan to get to ken him a bit better.”

      

      Mulaney considered him for a moment, looking unphased by the revelation. “Aye? We heard rumors of a lost bastard some decades back. That’s ye, is it? Here to sweep us off our feet and settle yer arse right into the seat when yer faither dies, are ye?”

      

      “Ye’re assuming far too much, sir,” Scott said, obviously annoyed. Wal loved him for his defensiveness, but he placed a hand on his shoulder.

      

      “It’s all right. I’d be suspicious as well if some stranger came in declaring himself a noble. But, good farmer, ye must believe me. All I want from ye is a cottage. Yvaine sent us here, and—”

      

      “Yvaine sent you?” a new voice asked, and both Scott and Wal were surprised as a young woman stuck her head out from behind the farmer in the doorway. She looked very like him, dark hair and eyes, and she was perhaps in the early part of her second decade.

      

      About the same age as Yvaine. I wonder if she kens her.

      

      “Get inside, Mirren,” Mulaney scolded. “Can ye nae tell when yer Faither is—”

      

      “Mirren,” Scott said, instantly brightening, and Wal struggled not to roll his eyes or snort. “Fine name, that. Tell me, Mirren, ye ken Miss Yvaine, do ye?”

      

      “I do, aye,” Mirren replied, ignoring her father’s protests and moving a little further outside. “We’ve been friends since we were bairns. She’s never sent me two lads before, though.”

      

      Wal smiled. “Nay. Gentle Yvaine simply wanted to do us a favor and give us a place to stay. I was just explaining to yer faither…”

      

      “Gentle Yvaine?” Mirren repeated, raising an eyebrow. “Sure we’re talking about the same lass, are ye?”

      

      Scott seemed to find this very funny, and he was smirking in a way that made Wal want to smack him as he said, “Aye, well, dinnae listen to our Wal. He was smitten with her at first sight.”

      

      Smitten! I wasnae…well, though, she is fair beau

      

      “Many are. But nae yerself?” Mirren asked, and Wal caught the familiar tone of a lass taken in by Scott’s boyish charm.

      

      “Och, nae. I prefer me women hearty and dark-haired,” Scott replied with a wink.

      

      Both Wal and the farmer rolled their eyes at the same time as Mirren blushed.

      

      “Well,” Mulaney said, “I’m sorry to tell ye, but the cottages are full. Miss Yvaine must have been mistaken.”

      

      “Nae, Da, yer forgetting the Thistle,” Mirren said happily, her eyes still on Scott. “It’s a wee bit run down, but I’m sure the lads wouldnae mind.”

      

      “We wouldnae at all,” Wal said quickly, glancing at a smug-looking Scott and knowing he’d never hear the end of this later. “In fact, if ye find ye’re in need of any help around yer lands, we’re both experienced.”

      

      “We are that,” Scott agreed. “And some of us havenae even been secret sons of Lairds the whole time, at that. Ye willnae regret renting to us, Mr. Mulaney.”

      

      “Aye, Faither, ye cannae turn them away, nae if Yvaine sent them here,” Mirren chimed in.

      

      Mulaney huffed. “Och. Do what ye will then, lass. As long as I get me payments and the work gets done, ye lads can stay in Thistle Cottage while ye sort out yer business. Only—”

      

      “Only?” Wal pressed. “Whatever the condition, me friend, we’ll meet it.”

      

      “Hmph. Just keep yer noble drama away from me farm. The Laird is distant from us unless there’s business to do, and that’s how we like it,” the farmer said firmly, then turned and stormed inside without another word, leaving his daughter.

      

      Mirren tutted. “Dinnae ye two worry about him. Come, come, let me show ye the cottage,” she said. She took Scott’s arm almost casually, smiling at Wal, and said, “And ye can tell me all about how ye ken our Yvaine.”
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        * * *

      

      “Yvaine!” a voice called, startling her as she walked along the market stalls a day after the arrival of Wal and Scott. Yvaine had been lost in thought, considering how quickly everything had changed yesterday. After all, who would have thought the man who had saved her life would suddenly be the talk of the town?

      

      She turned toward the voice and smiled as she saw her best friend, Mirren, approaching. The farmer’s daughter’s hair was in a bonnet, her dress obviously hurriedly thrown on, but there was the sparkle of new gossip in her eye. “Good morning,” she said. “It’s early for ye to be here, isnae it?”

      

      Mirren shrugged, indicating the half-empty basket in her arms. “Da wanted me to come to see if I can get anything from the apothecary’s shop before midday. Ye ken how limited his stock is. But I’m so excited to see ye! We’ve got so much to talk about. For example—”

      

      “Ye met Wal?” Yvaine guessed, a faint smile playing on her lips. “Is that what ye’re so excited about? Well, I admit, he’s a handsome lad.”

      

      Mirren blinked. “Wal? Aye, he’s fair bonny, but me mind is more on his companion.” Then she smirked. “Why? Took notice of the Laird’s bastard when he saved yer life yesterday, did ye? Whatever would Torquil have to say!”

      

      Yvaine knew that her friend was only teasing, but a shiver of discomfort went through her anyway. It was true that Wal had caught her interest – though certainly not in the way that Mirren implied! – and that her father seemed unsettled.

      

      And no wonder. Still, the Laird does not seem interested in changing the line of succession, and why should he for a circumstance of birth?

      

      “I assume that yer faither was able to give them somewhere to lay their heads?” she asked, rather than answering what Mirren had said. “I’m glad to hear it. I think it’s good that he should ken his Faither.”

      

      “So it’s true, then?” Mirren asked shrewdly. “The story Scott told me? Wal did save yer life yesterday? That big lad who hardly fit through yon door?”

      

      Yvaine could still hear Rionnag’s frightened whinnying in her head, and she frowned. “He was…gentle,” she said after a moment. Big, well-muscled, aye, but soft nonetheless. And kind.”

      

      She wasn’t surprised that Mirren’s eyes narrowed as she considered this. “Ye ken,” Mirren said, “He said ye were gentle, as well. I’m beginning to think that neither one of ye ken what that word means.”

      

      At this, Yvaine snorted and felt much more herself. “Well, if only we could all be as wise as ye are, Mirren,” she teased. “Where are yer tenants now?”

      

      “Ah,” Mirren replied with a helpless little shrug. “I imagine they’re getting to ken the worst parts of the castle town as we speak.”

      

      Compared to other parts of the clan, the town surrounding the Laird’s castle was relatively safe on the surface. However, Yvaine knew that Mirren was not talking about criminals when she spoke of the worst town parts. She meant the deep, dark corners of people’s hearts, the kind they kept away as much as they could from their day to day life to do what was right.

      

      But a stranger – and a man claiming to be the son of their Laird no less! – well, the courtesy might be thinner there.

      

      “Big lads like that, I’m sure they’ll be fine,” she japed, but a part of her mind was worried. No matter what, now would be the time that decided whether or not Wal could find a home in the clan.

      

      I’d better ask some of me faither’s men to keep an eye on him, just in case.

      

      Yvaine did just that in the afternoon after she and Mirren had parted ways. Yvaine and Torquil made sure to take luncheon together at least once a week, no matter how busy the general’s duties made him. Yvaine knew that she was lucky, as a woman, to have a father who respected her so much as a person. She knew how lucky she was to know he would listen to her concerns.

      

      “…and that’s why, Faither, I think we should maybe have some of the lads keep an eye on Wal and Scott for a wee while,” she told him, finishing up sharing everything Mirren had told her and every concern she had. “Do ye think we’ve got anyone ye can spare?”

      

      Torquil paused with his bread and cheese halfway to his mouth, watching her. Yvaine found it very difficult to read her father’s face – she always had. She loved him, but he was an army general through and through, especially since Yvaine’s mother’s death. The only other woman in his life was his sister, the Laird’s wife, and the two didn’t talk much at all. “So the mysterious lad who saved ye is the Laird’s bastard, eh?” he said slowly.

      

      “Indeed, aye,” Yvaine confirmed. “And I feel like I – we – owe him a debt. I gave him cheek, aye, but the truth is if he hadnae calmed down Rionnag, and if Scott hadnae helped me down, I’d likely be deid right now. I need to return the favor, and I ken how people can be around here. Can we nae have some people to watch him? Just until he’s settled?”

      

      Torquil was silent for so long this time that Yvaine began to half-suspect he hadn’t heard her. She was about to repeat herself when he said, “Ye ken, daughter, I think that might be a good idea.”

      

      Surprised, Yvaine gasped, “Really?”

      

      “Aye, why nae? I’ll have some of me men shadow Thistle Cottage for the next while. Dinnae tell Wal or Scott about it. A man’s got his pride, after all.” Torquil replied. “Do ye think he makes a habit of jumping in to save everyone he meets?”

      

      Yvaine pictured the scene once more – the tall, handsome stranger riding in as if he’d been sent by God above, his red hair gleaming in the sunlight. How afterward, when he’d spoken to her, his voice was like pure, deep sunlight on a late summer afternoon, and how she’d teased him just to make him speak more. The gentle look in his eyes…

      

      “He probably does make a habit of heroics, aye,” she said. She’d been attempting a dismissive tone, but it didn’t quite come out that way. She hoped her father didn’t catch the admiration poorly hidden in her tone.

      

      How embarrassing that I should go doe-eyed over some man I’ve spoken with twice! Bad enough that Mirren falls in love with everyone she sees without me doing the same.

      

      Torquil made a thoughtful sound, then said, “I suppose the lad will be Laird now, then. Me sister will be horrified.”

      

      “Eventually, I assume, aye,” Yvaine said idly. “That doesn’t bother ye, does it? I ken the current Laird had hinted ye’d probably take over if his heir never showed thanks to yer service and yer relation to his wife. Ye’re nae upset?”

      

      Torquil smiled. It was a strange smile, one that Yvaine had never truly understood. He’d developed it when Yvaine’s mother first got sick, and it contained a thousand conflicting emotions at once.

      

      “He saved me life, Faither,” she reminded him gently. “I ken it’s all very sudden, but he’s a good man. And the Laird is healthy yet. Who kens what’ll happen?”

      

      Torquil took a bite of his bread, taking his time to chew and swallow, then said, “Aye. I only worry…”

      

      Yvaine raised her eyebrows. “Worry about what, Faither?”

      

      Torquil hesitated. He took a sip of water and shook his head. “Nay. It’s just yer old faither worrying over naught. Dinnae ye worry, pet. I’m sure it’s nae a thing.”

      

      She frowned. “Tell me, Faither. What bothers ye? I might be able to help. Is there somethin’ off about Wal? Is it the Lairdship?”

      

      “Well…” Torquil said. He seemed reluctant to speak. “It makes ye wonder, does it nae? Him just appearing out of naewhere like this? Aye, he’s the Laird’s son, but where has he been all this time?”

      

      “He said he only found out that the Laird is his faither,” Yvaine said slowly. “Ye think that wasnae the truth?”

      

      Torquil drummed his fingers on the table. “I’m nae calling him a liar,” he said, though his voice was laced with uncertainty. “I just…pet, dinnae ye think it’s strange that he should appear now? A hail and hearty lad, just at the age where he’ll make a powerful ruler, and nae long after our poor Laird went through that period of sickness.”

      

      Yvaine blinked. “Ye…ye think he’s planning to take over? Surely not. He seemed so nice.”

      

      “I’m nae making any accusations,” Torquil insisted. “I just think the timing is just a wee bit too perfect.” He sighed. “If only there was some way we could get to ken him better.”

      

      Yvaine frowned, then an idea struck her. “Mirren is quite taken with his Scott already. Perhaps I could use that as an excuse to be around them more? If he’s planning something untoward…”

      

      Torquil took another long sip. “Ye think ye can get a man to reveal his secrets? How would ye do such a thing?”

      

      Yvaine blushed a little at that. “Well, Faither, I could befriend him. And I will nae pretend I’m nae conscious of the stares yer men give me. At the end of the day, Laird’s son or nae…”

      

      “…he’s still a man,” Torquil said, nodding. “Aye, then. Ye’d dae that, though? Even after what happened with that other lad?”

      

      Discomfort shot through her. She did not want to think of ‘that other lad.’ She didn’t want to think of men at all, not after what Conal had done to her. And now there was this. Could she really commit to seducing the man who had saved her life in the name of information? If he was plotting against the Laird, against her father, did she really have a choice?

      

      If he turns out to be innocent, then nae harm is done. I get to spend more time beside a handsome lad, is all. It’s naught like what happened with Conal.

      

      And if he was guilty, then she would have done a huge service to her people. It was decided then.

      

      “Aye,” she said, though her voice trembled. “I can dae it. For ye. And for the clan.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Farmer Mulaney’s suspicious welcome was not, as it turned out, an individual thing. Wal found that he was met with distrust no matter where he went over the following two weeks. Scott had an easier time of it; he’d always been better at blending into crowds.

      

      After receiving little but stony faces and muttered excuses after the first few attempts at introducing himself to people in the clan, Wal retreated a little into the work for rent at Thistle Cottage. Scott often went out to get to know the place – usually escorting the farmer’s daughter, too – leaving Wal to his thoughts.

      

      “Dinnae look so glum. They’ll warm up eventually,” Scott tried to convince him on the dawn of the fourteenth day, placing a bottle of honeyed mead he’d purchased from the market on Wal’s desk. “And until then, this isnae a horrible place to spend yer time.”

      

      “That’s true,” Wal admitted grudgingly, looking around the bedroom to which he had quickly become accustomed.

      

      Thistle Cottage was modest in a good way, reminding him of home. It had been a welcome change after the ice he’d met at the Laird’s castle. They each had their own bedroom with little thistles darned into the sheets. Mirren told them that the picturesque little building with its slated roof and ivy on the walls was very popular with rich Englishmen seeking a holiday.

      

      Wal glanced at Scott, noticing that his friend was checking his reflection and combing his hair through again, and laughed. “I take it Miss Mirren is accompanying us to the town then, aye?”

      

      “Och, she’s a bonny lass, is she nae?” Scott said brightly. “Nae as otherworldly as yer Yvaine, mind, but she’s fair got an energy about her.”

      

      “She’s nae me, Yvaine!” Wal protested, though the thought of her smile, her laugh, the gentle curves of her body quickly flooded his mind. He’d only met her a few times since they’d arrived here, mostly when she had come to visit her friend. Since Scott and Mirren were obviously so taken with each other, they had left their friends with only each other for company.

      

      Scott snorted disbelievingly. “Aye? So ye’re gonnae tell me ye dinnae spend every waking moment thinking of those strange eyes of hers?”

      

      Wal scowled at him, picking up the pillow from the bed and lobbing it at Scott’s head. “Dinnae be childish.”

      

      Scott caught the pillow easily. “She’s a beauty, aye, but she’s an odd one. She’s keeping something from ye, Wal.”

      

      “She hardly kens us,” Wal retorted. “Why should she share all her secrets?”

      

      The two of them had been good-naturedly bickering about this exact thing for the whole time they’d been here. Wal wasn’t foolish enough to try to deny he’d been smitten with the strange girl at first sight. Still, he had not acted on any such thing – not like Scott, who had unashamedly been dallying with the farm girl since the first day.

      

      Scott scoffed. “Mirren doesnae keep anything from me, nor me her. We’ve kent each other for two weeks, and I already find meself half in love.”

      

      “Aye, because ye’ve spent most of those two weeks in her bed,” Wal laughed. “Yvaine is the daughter of the Laird’s general and doesnae have the same freedoms as a farm lassie. If she’s reserved, then it’s with good reason. Besides, I dinnae even ken if she thinks the same of me as I do of her.”

      

      Scott rolled his eyes. “If ye say so,” he said.

      

      A knock at the door interrupted, and they opened it to find Mirren standing outside, her eyes bright. “Good morrow, gentlemen,” she said. She hefted a basket in her arms, which she handed straight to Scott to carry. “Faither says if ye’re to occupy me time, we’re gonnae go get supplies from the apothecary. Old Tam doesnae like strangers, so it’s probably a good thing I’m to come with ye.”

      

      “Aye, we got that when he spat at me feet the other day,” Wal said dryly as Scott kissed Mirren on the cheek. “All I asked for was the recipe to his poultice.”

      

      “Tam would never share any such thing,” Mirren said. The three of them left the cottage and began to walk in the direction of the town. “I told ye already, Wal; if ye’re gonnae stay here, ye’re gonnae face some suspicion. Hardly anybody even kent the Laird had a son. And certainly, the Lady isnae happy about it.”

      

      “That isnae me fault,” Wal protested, more than a little frustrated. “I didnae ask to be born. I never even kent the maid that was me mither.”

      

      “Dinnae worry about it, Wal,” Scott said, linking his arm with Mirren’s so they were walking together. “Ye’ll win them all over yet.”

      

      The lands of Clan McEwen were beautiful. There was no denying that. Through Mulaney Farm into the town, the path wound through some of the greenest pastures that Wal had ever seen, even back home. The Highland cows with their shaggy hair covering their eyes lowed in greeting on the way past, and the sheep baaed a chorus from where they grazed in a field of thistles and daisies.

      

      It’s a fine place to live. Free and airy, unlike the Laird’s stone keep.

      

      Over in the field, a lamb let out a noise and moved towards its mother, who lowered her head affectionally to greet it.

      

      Wal felt a sudden pang, wondering how his parents were coping without him. Had he done the right thing, abandoning them to come to chase a Laird who, by all appearances, didn’t have much time for him anyway? What did his past matter, really?

      

      “Are ye all right, Wal?” Mirren asked. “Ye look a million miles away.”

      

      “Och, Wal thinks too much,” Scott informed her. “Dinnae worry. His heid is permanently in the clouds.”

      

      Wal rolled his eyes, but in truth, he was glad for his friend’s good-natured banter. It helped distract him from his darker thoughts. That was what Scott had always done, ever since they were boys.

      

      They arrived in the town square a while later to find it bustling with midday activity. A bard played the lute for coin on the corner, and a pair of children performed some Gaelic folk dances in the middle of the square. Wal smiled at that in particular; the boy and the girl had looks of pure enthusiasm on their faces. As the three of them passed the dancers, Wal made sure to toss a coin to them.

      

      The apothecary was open, and Old Tam looked less than pleased when they opened the door and walked inside.

      

      Tam was a wizened old man. He could have been sixty or one hundred and sixty; Wal had no way of knowing. Bent double, he had long grey hair that started just above his ears and hung down to his chin, though his scalp was bald and showed only moles and pox scars. He had eerily bright blue eyes that were narrowed as he surveyed Wal. “What do ye want?” he demanded. “I told ye, whatever ye’re after here—”

      

      “Tam!” Mirren said brightly. “Scott and I were looking for supplies for the farm.”

      

      Tam huffed and hobbled over, leaning on a stick. “Ye’re a good lass, Mirren Mulaney. Stay away from this pretender,” he said.

      

      Wal wanted to growl. He didn’t know what he’d done to deserve this attitude from so many around the town – not least his own birth father – but it was beginning to get exceedingly frustrating. “Good day to you as well, sir,” he said, a little pointedly. “It’s good to see ye’re still in health.”

      

      Tam snorted but otherwise ignored him. After a few more minutes of this, Wal sighed in frustration.

      

      “I’m gonnae wait outside,” he told his friends and walked out of the door, leaving Mirren and Scott to their shopping.

      

      Wal leaned his back against the wall next to the window with one foot raised behind him, his arms folded. He had been here for two weeks, but he hadn’t even seen the Laird again since. He’d gathered that his birth father had been sick recently – was this why people were treating him with suspicion?

      

      Do they think I’m here to thrust him from his seat? Can they nae tell I’m naught but a farm boy despite me blood?

      

      That and the Laird seemed very separate from his people. Wal had imagined that the Laird and the clansmen would interact a lot, at least in the castle town. On the contrary, though, it seemed like Laird McEwen and his wife spent their whole lives shut up in the keep, with no interest in mixing with the general populace.

      

      What have I achieved?

      

      Well, Scott had found a lassie who almost matched him for energy, so at least it hadn’t been a total waste. It was true that Scott had courted and bedded many a lass, but this felt different. Perhaps they’d marry, and Scott would at least have a wife to bring back with him when they returned.

      

      Wal, though…he’d worked a lot, but the work he did on Mulaney farm was work that he didn’t do for his parents. Had he really come here for nothing? The Laird wouldn’t see him, the populace distrusted him, Scott was distracted, and the only thing that broke the monotony of his days were rare visits from…

      

      “Yvaine?” he said startled. He couldn’t believe it at first – it was like his thoughts had summoned her, and he had to blink to make sure it wasn’t his imagination. But no, there she was, her lovely hair flying around her head, her violet eyes widened in fear as she worried toward him.

      

      “Wal!” she cried out. “Oh, Wal, thank the gods ye’re here!”

      

      When she reached him, she grabbed his hand, and Wal couldn’t help but note how soft her skin felt against his. “What’s happening?” he asked. “Why so pale? Has something…”

      

      “Come quick,” she said, anxiety flooding her voice. “I was out by the gorge, and—oh, Wal, it’s Mary Simpson’s twins.”

      

      Wal vaguely remembered meeting them, two young lads of seven or so, boisterous and loud. Their father and mother ran the butcher’s shop. Though both parents looked at Wal with the same suspicion as everyone else, the boys seemed excited by this stranger and his height. “Jock and Jamie, was it nae?” he said, following her lead. She was only lightly holding his hand, but he followed her like they were bound together with the strongest rope. “What about them?”

      

      “They’re trapped,” Yvaine said tearfully. “They’re trapped, and it’s been raining, and the rocks are slippery – someone needs to help them before there’s a rockfall or worse!”

      

      Wal stared at her, then nodded. “Lead the way,” he said. “Hurry.”
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        * * *

      

      Yvaine hadn’t been able to think of anything else to do when her father mentioned the baker’s twins were playing by the gorge. He remarked that it probably wasn’t safe. She’d hurried there to warn them off, but it was too late; they were already trapped at the bottom, Jock crying, Jamie clutching his leg, which seemed damaged.

      

      She’d tried to climb down herself, but she wasn’t strong enough to be sure she could get the boys back safely. If she slipped on the loose rocks, they’d all be done for. She’d run into town, hoping to find someone, anyone, who could help.

      

      And there was Wal as if he’d been placed there by some benevolent fae creature. Tall, strong, and already known to be fairly good at this rescuing business, who better to save them?

      

      Now they arrived at the gorge, hearing the two boys still screaming from inside. Wal didn’t even pause. He dropped her hand and ran there, vaulting over the edge like it was nothing and starting to climb down. “Hang in there, lads!” he called.

      

      “Be careful, Wal!” Yvaine cried, hurrying to the side as well. “The rocks…”

      

      But before she could finish her warning, Wal placed his foot on an errant stone, loosened by the rain, and slipped. She cried out, but his arm muscles held, and he didn’t make a sound other than a grunt.

      

      “Be careful, Mister!” one of the boys shouted.

      

      “I want me Mam!” the other cried.

      

      “Dinnae ye worry!” Wal called down to them, moving his feet more carefully and continuing his climb while Yvaine watched with her heart in her throat. “Ye’ll be back with yer Mam before ye ken it.”

      

      He reached the bottom safely, and the first thing he did was kneel next to the injured boy. After a moment, he looked up at Yvaine. “He’s just bruised,” he declared. “It isnae broken. Can ye help me?”

      

      “Of course,” she shouted back readily. “What do ye need me to do?”

      

      “I’m gonnae lift the lads onto me shoulders. If I hold their feet steady, and ye can stretch over and grab their hands, ye should be able to pull them up,” Wal told her. Yvaine wasn’t sure it would be so easy, but his steady blue gaze reassured her.

      

      He believes in me. He trusts me to help him. Maybe me Faither has been wrong about him.

      

      “All right,” she agreed, trying not to let her voice shake. “Let’s try it. Lads, listen to Wal, aye?”

      

      “It’s gonnae be fun,” she heard Wal tell the boys reassuringly. “Ye get to stand on me shoulders. Ye’ll be the tallest lads in all of Alba.”

      

      Jock’s tears stopped. “Ye’re gonnae help us, Mister? Truly?”

      

      Wal nodded. He crouched down as low as he could go. “I need ye to help yer brother onto me shoulders first. Can ye do that?”

      

      Determined, Jock nodded. He helped the injured Jamie scramble onto Wal’s shoulders, and slowly, Wal straightened up, Jamie clutching terrified to his long hair.

      

      “Jamie,” Wal said gently. “I need ye to try to stand up, aye? One foot on each of me shoulders.”

      

      Jamie shook his head. “I cannae,” he said, and Yvaine’s heart broke for how frightened he sounded. “I cannae, Mister. I’ll fall.”

      

      “Ye willnae,” Wal promised. “I willnae let ye fall.”

      

      Yvaine’s heart was in her throat, but she was suddenly interrupted by something new. “Yvaine? What—oh in the name of God!” a voice said behind her, and she turned to see Mirren approaching with Scott, a few others from the village following. “Scott! Look!”

      

      Scott ran to Yvaine’s side. “What are ye doing, ye silly beggar?” he called down to Wal, but Yvaine heard the admiration there. “Playing the hero again?”

      

      Wal grinned back up at him. “Ye ken, I cannae resist it,” he shouted back up. “Take over from Yvaine and grab the bairn’s arms, will ye?”

      

      Mirren took Yvaine’s hand and led her back while Scott and Wal worked. The first boy, shaking and wobbling, was pulled up in Scott’s arms, then Wal lifted the second.

      

      As soon as both twins were free from the gorge, a cheer rose up from the crowd. The boys’ mother, who Yvaine hadn’t noticed, was in the crowd until now, ran forward and engulfed them both in her arms.

      

      “Got them, Wal. Now get yer heroic arse out of there,” Scott told him. “Can ye climb?”

      

      “Stop worrying, ye old woman,” Wal told him. Yvaine started to move closer to the edge again, ready to help Scott pull Wal up when he was high enough on the wall.

      

      She was almost at the edge when she heard him cry out in agony, followed by a thump and a loud animalistic scream.
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      The boar, tusks ready, came from nowhere just as Wal started to climb. It was massive, wild, and its squeal sounded like the scream of a dying man. Its tusk speared Wal’s leg, and he lost his grip, falling backward with a startled cry of pain.

      

      “Wal!” Scott shouted from above. “Get away from that thing!”

      

      Wal scrambled back, ignoring the pulsing pain in his torn, bleeding leg as the wild pig rounded for another attack. How had it even gotten into the gorge? Wal didn’t have any weapons, he was injured, and he couldn’t climb out with his leg in this state. He had seconds before it attacked, and it was unlikely he’d be able to defend himself.

      

      Is this it, then? After everything, I die by a pig?

      

      “Wal!” came the voice of an angel. “Catch this!”

      

      It was like the bell-tones of her voice had jolted him awake from the pain-induced fog, and he raised his hand just as Yvaine tossed down a long walking rod. He had no idea who it might belong to, but he gripped it tight, using it to scramble to his feet. He backed against the rocks, brandishing the stick in front of him as the boar charged.

      

      With one deft flick, he whacked the creature right on the nose between its nostrils. He met its eyes, thinking of the boar back on his parents’ farm. During the mating season, it got rowdy too. This wild creature was no different. “Nay, creature. Stop there,” he said in a loud, firm tone.

      

      The pig squealed furiously, obviously startled by the hit from the cane. Taking advantage of its hesitation, Wal leaped forward, grabbing it by the tusks. He heard mingled scared gasps and shouts from above, but he couldn’t pay attention to that. The boar roared and jerked, and Wal held on for dear life as he wrestled with the creature intent on killing him.

      

      “Hog,” he said, trying to retain that voice of command even as he was jerked about the rock floor of the gorge. “Stop now. Stop. Dinnae make me kill ye.”

      

      The creature squealed again, and now Wal noticed the red marks on its back.

      

      Someone attacked this poor animal to make it angry. This wasnae a wild occurrence.

      

      “I’m nae gonnae hurt ye,” he said, his voice soothing now. He still held the boar, but he kicked the stick away. “Ye need to stop this attack. I’m nae yer enemy.”

      

      He knew it was dangerous, but he cautiously released one of the tusks, moving his hands to the animal’s face. He patted the boar’s cheek very lightly, and it reared back in confusion.

      

      “Nae gonnae hurt ye,” he repeated. “Calm down, lad. Calm.”

      

      There was a long moment where it felt like all of the observers from above held their breath along with Wal. He stared into the pig’s intelligent deep brown eyes, then slowly, ever so slowly, let go of the other tusk.

      

      The boar grunted and sank into a crouch of submission. Wal petted it gently as the crowd above cheered.

      

      “Scott!” he called. “Yvaine!”

      

      “Aye?”

      

      “Get some men and some rope. Me and me new friend here need a lift out of this hole.”
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        * * *

      

      When the crowd finally dispersed, Yvaine and Mirren stood back with Scott while the twins’ parents thanked Wal over and over again. When he finally convinced them to leave, the girls and Scott approached.

      

      “Hark at who’s the town hero,” Scott said, grinning and patting Wal on the back. “Ye gonnae be all right getting back to the farm so we can get that leg looked at?”

      

      “Nonsense,” Yvaine said immediately. Of course, she still had her suspicions of Wal, but there was no denying his heroics today. Or when they’d met. “We’ll take ye to see Tam. He’ll have something to help.”

      

      “Tam hates him,” Scott said with a small chuckle.

      

      Yvaine rolled her eyes. “Tam is the baker’s wife’s father. You just saved their grandson’s life, Wal. I’m sure he’ll have a potion to spare for your leg.”

      

      Wal smiled. “Thank ye,” he said. “And thank ye for thinking to throw me that cane. I hope it got back to its owner all right. If ye hadnae done it, I’d be gone.”

      

      Yvaine felt her cheeks reddening. “Och, nay,” she said, rubbing the back of her neck. “Ye’re a clever lad. Ye’d have thought of something else, I’m sure, dinnae ye worry about it.”

      

      Mirren gave her a knowing look, and Yvaine scowled. Bad enough that she had her mission for her father – which Mirren, of course, knew nothing about – without her friend reading any deeper into her admiration.

      

      Wal smiled and allowed Scott to help him walk as the four of them headed back into town. They passed the lad who had taken it upon himself to care for the boar on the way, and Yvaine noticed the red welts on the creature's back. Wal had been right, then. It hadn’t been an accident.

      

      But who would do such a thing? The only person who kent he’d be down by the gorge was me.

      

      “Poor animal,” Wal tutted. “I hope they release him and dinnae get too tempted by his meat. He didnae mean any harm.”

      

      Yvaine glanced at him a little incredulously. “Ye’ve got a soft heart for such a tall, muscled man, Wal.”

      

      Scott grinned. “Aye, Torc-Rìgh here has always been too kind-hearted for his own good,” he teased. “He used to save the wee birds from the cats hunting as well.”

      

      “Och, dinnae call me such nonsense,” Wal protested. “Ye ken how these things will spread.”

      

      Mirren and Yvaine both laughed. “I like it,” Mirren said. “Ye are the boar king, after all. I think ye should stick with it.”

      

      Wal snorted and shook his head. “I can see why the two of ye get on so well. Ye’re clearly both as ridiculous as each other.

      

      Yvaine smiled at him, amusement making her feel light after the fright of what just happened. “Mirren’s always been a nuisance,” she teased. “But she’s right in this case. Ye’re Torc-Rìgh, the boar king, and that’s that. I shall tell as many people as I can.”

      

      “Ye’re slaying me here, ye purple-eyed witch,” Wal replied. Yvaine would have taken this as a grave insult from any other man, but from Wal, it seemed more like a friendly tease – as if this was the way they’d always talked to each other.

      

      As if we’ve kent each other for years rather than weeks.

      

      They arrived at Old Tam’s apothecary not much later, and Yvaine caught a brief look of unease across Wal’s face as they entered. “Dinnae look so worried,” she told him.

      

      “I’m nae worried,” he replied. “But Tam here made it quite clear last time I came this way that I am nae welcome.”

      

      They stepped inside to see the old man staring at them. Yvaine could feel how Tam’s gaze focused almost exclusively on Wal, and the silence went on so long that even she began to get nervous.

      

      “Tam,” Mirren started, taking a step forward, but the old man held up a hand.

      

      “Ye, lad. Wal, was it?” he croaked.

      

      Wal adjusted his position where he was leaning against Scott and nodded. “Aye, sir.”

      

      “Did I nae make it quite clear last time ye were here that ye were nae welcome?” Tam asked.

      

      Yvaine opened her mouth to protest, but she caught Wal’s eye. She was surprised to see a small smile on his face.

      

      “Ye did, sir,” Wal agreed.

      

      The silence stretched, then Tam shrugged. “Just goes to show ye that age isnae necessarily a sign of wisdom, I suppose. Sit, sit, and let’s get that leg seen to.”
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        * * *

      

      Wal was strictly ordered to rest his leg for at least a week. Though Mirren and her father assured him that they could manage the farm with only Scott for help, it got very frustrating very quickly to be stuck in one place.

      

      Still, in the four days since he’d saved the boys and fought the wild pig, it hadn’t been all bad. He’d had several visitors from the village, including the twin boys and their terribly thankful parents. They had tried to press all sorts of gifts upon him. It seemed his activities had changed the tide; he had gone from being an outcast to an object of interest to the people of the town.

      

      A knock at the door interrupted his musing. “Come in,” he said, wondering who it could be. Scott had left early that morning, and Wal wasn’t expecting any visitors today.

      

      The door creaked open, and to Wal’s surprise, there she was – her eyes gentle, her dark waves of hair shining in the morning sunlight through the window. “Hail, Torc-Rìgh,” Yvaine teased. “Do ye have time for some company?

      

      Wal laughed and gestured to his bandaged leg. “I dinnae have time for much else. Come in, come in, sit,” he encouraged. “Mirren is off on the farm somewhere, but she’ll be back soon, I’m sure.”

      

      “I’m here for ye, nae Mirren,” Yvaine replied.

      

      There was a pause where Wal stared at her, his brows raised in surprise. Apparently, Yvaine also caught the bluntness of her own words because her own eyes widened, and her cheeks turned a lovely rose-pink.

      

      “Er, what I mean…” Yvaine started.

      

      Wal laughed. There was something very endearing about seeing the usually self-assured, sarcastic woman who took delight in teasing everyone look so flustered. “Dinnae worry. Ye’re more than welcome. I appreciate the company if naught else.”

      

      Yvaine smiled and sat on the very edge of his bed, smoothing the skirt of her dress over her knees. “The bairn’s injuries healed,” she informed him. “Both twins are fine now, thanks to yer efforts. And yer friend, the wild pig has been released as ye wanted.”

      

      Wal was suddenly very aware of her closeness. Yes, they were just talking…but she was sitting on his bed. Close enough to touch, if he’d wanted to.

      

      I cannae pretend I’m nae curious whether that lovely fair skin is as soft as it looks.

      

      Of course, he couldn’t act on such things, and he shook his head to clear the errant thought. “I’m glad on all counts,” he replied. “Thank ye for letting me ken.”

      

      Yvaine nodded, brushing a curl back behind her ear. She didn’t meet his eyes as she kept talking. “Everybody’s got yer name on their lips, ye ken,” she told him. “Bairns and old grey folk alike. Everybody’s talkin’ about what ye did. I think the town is starting to realize it misjudged ye.”

      

      “I did what anyone would have done,” Wal protested. He didn’t point out the other obvious fact – that it didn’t really matter, as the Laird still wouldn’t see him.

      

      “Nay,” Yvaine said, her voice suddenly firm. She turned, her eyes blazing, and took one of his hands between both of her own. “Nay, ye didnae.”

      

      Wal looked up in surprise at the unexpected touch. Her hands were warm, and where her skin touched his, it was like the softest down. Her grip was firm but not tight, and he found himself longing that she should never let go.

      

      “Nae, just anybody would have thrown themselves down there without any hesitation, Wal,” Yvaine continued. Her eyes were dark and serious, and she was staring at him so intently that Wal could barely hold her gaze. “Do ye ken why I came for ye and not someone else? Because that day when we met when ye saved me from Rionnag, I kent ye were good. And ye proved it to them all four days ago.”

      

      She was leaning closer, the passion in her voice making her chest rise and fall rapidly, fire blazing under her skin. Suddenly, he had a mad desire to lean her back across his bed and cover her mouth with his, take his reward by burying himself in her softness, see those lovely lips parted as they called out his name…

      

      Get yerself together, Wal. What are ye thinking of?

      

      It had been a long time since he’d had such thoughts. There had only ever been one woman, a brief dalliance with little feeling involved on her part. Wal had given up on love after that and shut away his need for physical affection for years.

      

      But since he’d met Yvaine, it was as though a dying ember had sparked once again to life. They had connected instantly – their intellects, their wit, yes, but there was something more primal to it, too. He wanted to have her. He wanted her to give herself to him.

      

      But ye’re gonnae behave, Wal, lest ye ruin this friendship.

      

      Because more than anything, that was what she was – unexpectedly, maybe, but in the two and a half weeks he had known her, Yvaine had become his friend. He would not risk that for any base urge, no matter how tempting she seemed to be when she chewed on her lower lip.

      

      “Ye’re a good lass, Yvaine,” he said with a small smile. “And ye clearly think too much of me. Thank ye, anyway. I’m glad the lads are safe. That’s all that matters.”

      

      “On that, we agree,” Yvaine said. “They were so lucky that I came to find them. Imagine that pig had come out of nowhere when they were still trapped!”

      

      Wal frowned. Yes, that would have been disastrous, but… “There’s one thing I dinnae get,” he admitted. “The lads were stuck down there, aye, and the pig wandered in. But the poor thing had been attacked, riled up. Generally, the pigs will leave ye alone if ye leave them alone. That means someone hurt it and pointed it toward the gorge.”

      

      Yvaine’s lips twitched downward as she frowned – not in disagreement, Wal realized, but in thought. “Ye could be right,” she said finally. “But who would do such a thing?”

      

      Wal shrugged. “Some youths, maybe. Ye ken they get excited about baiting animals. We must all be more careful.”

      

      Yvaine watched him for a long moment, then nodded. “Aye. Careful is what we’ll be.” She hesitated, then in a softer voice, she said, “I’m glad ye came here, Wal.”

      

      He smiled back, but his mind was racing ahead. Even if it was just some young ones playing around, the fact remained that the town needed to be safer.

      

      Wal couldn’t shake the feeling that now he was here, protecting the castle town would become his own gargantuan task. He’d help these people, and he’d prove himself to his father. Wal swallowed, contemplating the task ahead. He had never been so uneasy. But when he looked at the enthusiasm and the belief in Yvaine’s eyes…he’d also never been so determined to succeed.
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