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    ANNA


    


    CHAPTER I


    


    Laird Kevin MacGreagor couldn’t seem to take his eyes off the woman in the glen below. A Highlander and a giant of a man with blond curls and blue-gray eyes, he stood beside his horse on a wooded hillside, with his legs apart and his hands clasped behind his back. A soft blue dominated the color of his kilt, a length of matching cloth over one shoulder covered half his white shirt, and his leather shoes were laced up to his knees.


    She was magnificent. Her long, black hair hung down to her waist and her soft golden skirt caught on the grass as she walked, released and then caught again. She wore a purple tunic with a woven leather belt and a medallion that hung low on one hip. On her shoulder, she carried a bow and a leather sheath filled with arrows.


    He heard it before he saw the huge black stallion breaking through the trees at a trot, but her back was turned and she didn’t seem to notice. The stallion was headed straight for her and Kevin had only just opened his mouth to shout a warning when the stallion slowed to a walk. Gently, the horse nudged her back. The woman grinned, but didn’t turn around and kept right on walking. Determined, the black followed and nudged her again. This time, she laughed and shook her head. Her laughter was wonderful and Kevin wanted to hear it again.


    He wasn’t at all prepared for what happened next. The stallion turned, raced around, got in front and headed straight for her. Kevin held his breath, but the horse didn’t slow and when she held out her hand, the stallion lowered his head as if to charge her. Just as it shot past, the woman grabbed the horse’s mane and with ease and grace, swung up onto its bare back. Then she leaned down and hugged the horse’s neck until the stallion slowed to a trot and stopped.


    Kevin couldn’t hear what she was saying, but it was obvious she was urging the horse on. She lightly kicked his sides, but the horse didn’t move. Instead, it pawed the ground and shook its head. The woman roared with laughter and Kevin couldn’t help but laugh with her. He’d never seen anything like it.


    As the horse began to move again, she carefully got to her knees and then to her feet. She balanced herself perfectly, held both of her arms straight out, and as the stallion brought her close to Kevin’s end of the glen, she closed her eyes and lifted her chin into the wind.


    She was indeed the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, and he believed nothing she did could astound him now. He was wrong. When the horse began to bring her near again, she reached for an arrow, loaded her bow, and before he could react, her arrow flew between his legs. He didn’t flinch. Instead, he raised an eyebrow and glared at her.


    She shouted a word he didn’t understand, sat down, and in an instant, the horse and the woman sped into the trees on the opposite side of the meadow. He quickly mounted and followed, but after a full hour of searching, he had to admit he’d lost her. Disappointed, he turned his horse north and headed home.


    It was unwise, he knew, to go off alone the way he did. The capture and ransom of a laird put his entire clan at risk. Yet on this day, he commanded his guard to stay behind, and allow him the freedom he had not enjoyed since he suddenly became laird. Soon, his six-man guard surrounded him and he was not surprised. He might have been annoyed, but each man had taken a pledge to protect him and they were only honoring their word. Besides, he was consumed with thoughts of the woman, and he had neglected his responsibilities at home long enough. The ride through the dense forest that offered good hunting and ample timber, took less than a day, and when the path became a road wide enough for carts, he could finally see his village in the distance.


    On each side of the road, farmers working the land or tending livestock, paused to wave and watch their laird. He acknowledged each with a nod and a smile.


    The village was not unlike many others, save for one thing -- it was surrounded by a high wall and a moat that added extra layers of protection against enemies. Just outside the moat, a pleasant meadow offered a place for the warriors to practice their skills and for older children to play. A path leading in the opposite direction led to a warm-water loch fit for bathing.


    At last, Kevin and his men rode over the wide, wooden bridge into the substantial courtyard, dismounted and handed their reins to boys waiting to take the horses to the stables. From the courtyard, several tree-lined paths led to cottages, and then met at a communal garden in the back. Logs along the paths and near the garden offered the villagers a place to sit, talk and rest.


    Kevin was laird over a clan of no less than six hundred, all of whom seemed happy to have him back. Yet it was his sister, Katie, he most wanted to see. She stood on the wooden landing outside the two-story, stone and mortar keep he shared with her and her smile was radiant as always.


    At the age of 19, an illness plagued the land taking nearly half the Highlanders, his parents and all but one of his five siblings. Kevin suffered the high fever too and recovered to find himself the clan’s new laird. He expected to be laird one day, but not so soon, and he hardly knew what to do in the beginning. Still, he did as his father and grandfather before him had done -- he spoke the edict, “Any lad who harms a lass or a child shall be put to death.” It was a good law and he was willing to carry it out.


    By most accounts, it was a pleasant life. Yet for Kevin, being laird was a heavy burden he sometimes resented. If it wasn’t two followers who couldn’t get along, it was a land dispute or a threatened clan war. Most other clans saw the advantage of calling him friend and few were brave enough to cross him. Still, there were lairds who coveted the life the MacGreagors had and war was always a major concern.


    Kevin was a strong, but fair-minded man who was not as strict with his followers as some Lairds. Everyone was allowed to call him Kevin and none were required to bow or curtsey. Yet in the presence of other clans, his people showed their respect by doing just that, which pleased him very much.


    


    In the days that followed, Laird MacGreagor still could not get the woman on the horse off his mind. He was determined she would be his someday; all he had to do was find her. However, rumors of a coming battle left him with little time to search for her. He should have known better, but of an evening, he confided in his best friends, Thomas and Clymer. In a world where gossip was the favorite form of entertainment, it wasn’t long before everyone knew every detail, except for the color of her eyes, which he had yet to see. It was just as well. He couldn’t leave often and perhaps someone else would find her.


    No one ever did.


    


    Two years passed and at twenty-six, the time had come for Kevin to find a wife to give him sons. He hated the thought, but there it was. Yet not one of the women in his clan measured up, and knowing his heart was set, most didn’t even try. Lairds from other clans tempted him with daughters, hoping to make a favorable alliance, but Kevin found none of them pleasing either. At last, he didn’t care who she was. All he had to do was bed her to have sons.


    It was fortunate then, when a message arrived from an English Baron by the name of Stoneham, who offered his daughter in exchange for influence over another laird. Kevin quickly agreed.


    Kevin’s mother was one of only a few English women to live among the MacGreagor clan. Her greatest gift was to teach some of them her native language, and it had come in handy for Kevin on more than one occasion. Communication with his wife, at least, was not going to be a problem. Yet, he was not looking forward to being married to a woman he had never seen.


    


    “I will not agree!” Anna braced herself. She knew what was coming and wasn’t at all surprised when her father slapped her face.


    Her home was a large English manor. It was a forbidding place with no gardens, little color in the courtyard and even less inside the many rooms. A stone wall surrounded the entire estate, the gates were almost always closed, and Anna was rarely allowed to go out. Her father was a wealthy man who found favor in the eyes of the king, and more often than not, there were guards everywhere.


    The day Anna feared most was finally here. Her father and two of his guards had her cornered in her small bedchamber with no avenue of escape. He was determined to send her away, and she would be of no use to anyone if he did.


    Baron Stoneham was a big man with foul smelling breath, who nearly always yelled. “You will agree! You are to go to his keep, agree to marry him and wait. Do you understand?”


    It was a waste, she knew, but she stood her ground anyway. “I will not agree.”


    The baron’s punishment was not what she expected. The two guards grabbed her arms and held her still while her father closed his fist and started to strike. Then he thought better of it. Slowly, he pulled his dagger and began to cut handfuls of her hair off. She was appalled and watched as her lovely locks fell to the wooden floor, but Anna didn’t cry. Years of experience taught her that crying would make him think he’d won. No, she would never let him see her cry.


    “Do not fret, Anna. He will find you distasteful, but he has accepted you and he will not go back on his word. Highlanders are wild beasts and if he is as big as his father is, he is a brute of a man, who would rather kill you than look at you. All he asks is that you willingly agree to the marriage and I have assured him you will.” When Stoneham finished with her hair, he stood back and surveyed the damage. Satisfied, his words took on a sarcastic tone. “Let me see, perhaps a scar across your face would further his despair. Yes…yes, an ugly scar would be sweet revenge indeed.”


    “What has this man done to deserve your ire?” she asked.


    “Kevin MacGreagor has done nothing at all. It was his father who tricked me and I have not forgotten. When I attack the MacGreagors, I will burn his home and kill all his followers. And if you are a good girl, I might let you live. Do as I say, Anna, and before you know it, you will be back in England where you belong.”


    She was hardly listening when he vowed to kill her little sister and her mother if she did not obey. Instead, she was trying to decide how best to avoid his dagger. Just then, he oddly put it away, and she was so greatly relieved, she was off her guard when he hit her with his fist. The blow knocked her out.


    


    When Anna awoke just after dawn, she was lying face down across the back of a grazing horse. One rope was wrapped around her upper chest and arms, a second one was a few inches above her waist and a third bound her legs. She wiggled to get free of the constraints, but it was no use. Next, she tried scooting back in hopes she would slide off, but that didn’t work either. Her ribs hurt, her head was pounding and she doubted she could survive much longer with her head hanging down that way. This cannot be right, she thought. Surely, her father didn’t mean for her to die before she agreed to marry the Highlander.


    Anna heard the thunder of their horses long before she saw them. They were enormous Highlanders, riding swiftly toward her, and the sight of them was terrifying. Except for seeing a few from a distance, she had very little knowledge of the people who lived in the north, and if what her father said was true, she’d been left at the gates of hell.


    She closed her eyes, relaxed and pretended to be dead.


    There were seven men in all, each dressed in the tradition of their clan with white shirts, light blue kilts and a length of matching cloth over one shoulder. As soon as they reached her, five formed a defensive circle, drew their swords and searched the woods with their eyes while the other two quickly dismounted and ran to her.


    Clymer was shocked to find a woman in that condition and didn’t hesitate to slip his arm under her, carefully pull her down and stand her on the ground. Then he held on to her while Thomas cut and unwound the ropes. Her green gown was dirty, a missing sleeve exposed several bruises on her arm, and she wore no shoes.


    In command of the small group of guards, Thomas was sickened at the sight of her injuries. The ropes had cut through her clothing, burned her all the way across her back in two places, and she was bleeding. Yet, when she finally raised her head, nothing could have prepared them for the sight of her face. It was a mass of swollen bruises. Blood covered her chin and trickled down her neck into her gown.


    “‘Tis a wonder she is alive,” said Thomas. He quickly mounted his horse and walked it as close to her as he could. “Give her to me.”


    Clymer couldn’t think of a place to touch her without hurting her, but there wasn’t time, so he just scooped her up and seated her in front of Thomas. He grabbed the reins of her horse, mounted his own and headed them north.


    Thomas wrapped his arm around her waist and nudged his horse forward. “You are not safe here,” he whispered in less than perfect English. He felt her grab hold of his arm, and was relieved she had enough strength to do it. He knew her head had to be pounding as the blood drained back into her body, and wondered how she was able to sit up straight.


    They were on MacGreagor land, but without knowing who had beaten her, they needed to be deeper in the forest and a lot more difficult to find. Several minutes later, Thomas gave the word and they halted in the thick forest near a small stream.


    He was almost as big as Kevin with dark hair and green eyes. Thomas was Laird MacGreagor’s second in command and escorting the clan’s future mistress was a very high honor. When the men left home, they were not at war with anyone. Now they would be. A rage was building in Thomas, and once the others heard, the MacGreagor warriors would find the men who did this and gladly crush their skulls.


    Thomas set those thoughts aside and took a deep, calming breath. First, he needed to keep her alive, at least long enough to tell them who did it. At his nod, the other men dismounted, took up defensive positions around them, and prepared to fight to keep her safe.


    Thomas leaned to his right a little, so he could examine her back more closely. He decided if he was careful and put his arm between the rope burns, he could carry her without hurting her so much. He slid off the back of the horse, eased her down and carried her to the creek. As gently as he could, he set her on a smooth rock and held on until he was sure she could hold herself upright.


    With Clymer standing behind him, Thomas knelt down on one knee in front of her. “Who did this to you?”


    She didn’t answer. With the tip of her tongue, she checked to see if any teeth were missing. She had a long, deep cut on the inside of her cheek and knew that side of her face was swollen. The other side was not as bad, except her eye was nearly swollen shut. Her jaw hurt and when she felt a painful lump, she carefully moved her mouth up and down to see if it was broken. It didn’t seem to be, but her nose had not fared so well and she looked at Thomas. “Can you fix it?”


    “It will hurt, Milady.” Before she could fear what he was about to do, he took hold of the back of her head with one hand and quickly straightened her nose with the other. She closed her eyes, clenched her fists and took deep breaths, as the pain shot through her whole face. Knowing first-hand how much it hurt, Thomas kept one hand on the back of her head and the other on her arm, ready to catch her if she passed out. At last, she began to relax her clenched fists and he knew the worst of the pain had subsided.


    Thomas turned to Clymer and spoke in Gaelic. “She is very brave.”


    “We should have brought a lass. How will we know if she is hurt inside?” asked Clymer.


    Thomas turned back to Anna, “I must touch you.” He waited for her nod, put his hand on her stomach and gently pushed to see if it caused discomfort. It didn’t seem to hurt her. Next, he carefully felt her arms and then her legs. She had a large lump on the side of her knee and he feared it was broken.


    “I must look,” Thomas whispered.


    She was reluctant, but began to gather her skirt on that side until it was high enough to expose more bruises on her leg and the lump on her knee.


    “Do you think it is broken?” Thomas asked.


    She shook her head and let her skirt slide back down. They were Highlanders and she didn’t trust them, but this one seemed caring. “Who are you?”


    “I am Thomas. We are your protection, Milady.”


    “You are too late.”


    “We came at the arranged time. If we had…”


    She did not mean to insult him and thought to apologize, but changed the subject instead. “What day is this?”


    Thomas wasn’t sure, so he looked to Clymer for the answer.


    “Sunday,” Clymer answered.


    Anna whispered, “Sunday, it cannot be.”


    Thomas drew his dagger, pulled a length of kilt free of his belt and cut it off. He dipped it in the cold creek water, handed it to her, and watched her hold it against her swollen eye. Until then, she had not noticed the blood on him, reached out and touched his arm.


    “Aye, ‘tis your blood. It will stop soon.” He took the cloth, rinsed it again and handed it back. “We will take you home.”


    “I wish to die.”


    Thomas stood up and straightened his shoulders, “You will not die. You are pledged to our laird and we will take you home.” He abruptly wrinkled his brow. “You are Lady Anna, are you not?” He was relieved when she nodded.


    A tear rolled down her cheek, but she quickly dabbed it away with the cloth. “You do not understand; dying is the only gift I have to give.”


    He was so taken aback, he didn’t say another word. Instead, he took the cloth from her, dipped it in the cold water one last time and handed it back.


    “I need to …” she started.


    He understood what she wanted and nodded. He helped her walk behind some trees, left her there and told the men to move away.


    Anna thought about trying to run, but it was a fleeting thought. It was all she could do to take care of the necessary and bending her knee hurt profusely. At length, she walked back around the trees and went to the creek. She eased down on the rock, cupped her hands and tried to lean over, but the motion stretched her back. Before she knew it, Thomas was kneeling in front of her again. He untied his flask of water and helped her hold it so she could drink. She was beginning to feel a little better. “Thank you.”


    He put his flask away and nodded. “Are you hungry?”


    She shook her head. “How far?”


    “Not far, we will arrive before dark. Tell me when you need to rest.”


    “I need a new face.”


    It made him smile. Perhaps she wasn’t going to die after all. He offered his hand to help her up again, but when she saw her horse, she bowed her head. “What is it?”


    “I have no belongings?”


    He was afraid she would begin to cry and he couldn’t blame her if she did. “We will see to your needs.”


    As soon as Thomas mounted his horse, Clymer put his hands around Anna’s waist and lifted her back into Thomas’ lap. Then Clymer handed the reins of her horse to another man, quickly mounted and rode away.


    


    Anna hurt everywhere and it wasn’t easy to stay upright, yet she would rather die than let these men see what a coward she really was. If Kevin MacGreagor was the monster her father said, she would need a great deal more courage than this to endure him.


    She didn’t want to think about Kevin MacGreagor and instead, tried to decide what hurt the most. It was her back. The bleeding had stopped and the skin was tightening. The threads of her clothing were stuck to the wounds and pulled when she moved -- which on a horse, was constantly. She wondered if her cold rag would ease her back, but couldn’t imagine anything touching the rope burns. The remaining sleeve of her favorite gown was in shreds and when she looked down at her soiled skirt, it was clear her father’s degradation was complete.


    Thomas could feel the drops of blood hitting his arm, and was worried she would bleed to death before he got her home. “Lean against me, Lass, and hold on. We must go faster.” He waited until she complied and then encouraged his horse to gallop.


    


    


    CHAPTER II


    


    Clymer rode hard to the MacGreagor keep to tell Kevin what had happened. He knew his laird would be enraged, but not as enraged now as he would be when he saw her. The beating of a defenseless woman was a specific insult to all MacGreagors, and Kevin’s worries about an English bride not fitting in would be trifle now.


    As soon as he was spotted riding swiftly up the road toward the village, one of the guards let out a long, low whistle and others hurried to lower the drawbridge across the moat. A crowd, all dressed in his same colors, began to gather as Clymer slowed his horse, crossed the bridge, covered the width of the courtyard, and then halted his horse near the steps of the Keep.


    Standing on the landing outside the door of his home, Kevin knew something was wrong or Clymer wouldn’t have come back alone. He held his breath and watched as his warrior took the steps two at a time to reach him.


    He was nearly out of breath, but Clymer wasted no time before he blurted it out, “She has been beaten.”


    Kevin’s head jutted forward. “What?”


    “She wants to die, Kevin. She said ‘tis the only gift she has to give.”


    He spread his legs apart, crossed his arms and prepared himself to hear the details. “But she is still alive?”


    “Aye. Thomas felt her stomach, but he dared not touch her ribs. She is able to stand, but we do not know how bad she is hurt. She is very brave. She only shed one tear, but her face, Kevin; they hit her in the face.”


    “Is she bleeding?”


    “There was blood on the ground near her horse. It comes from her mouth. Her back bled, but it stopped before I left. We should have taken a lass with us. We cannot tell if she has been…”


    Kevin quickly interrupted him, “Have the lads stopped?”


    “Nay, they will continue unless Thomas thinks she can ride no longer.”


    “How far away are they?”


    Clymer looked up to see where the sun was in the sky. “They are going slow, half a day, maybe more. She needs Katie’s medicine for the rope burns, and…”


    “Rope burns?” It was Kevin’s sister, Katie, who asked the question. Standing in the doorway behind her brother, she looked a lot like Kevin with the same dark hair and soft blue eyes.


    “Aye, they bound her in three places and left her across the back of a horse face down. Whoever did it wanted her dead by the time we got there. The ropes broke the skin on her back, but we could see no blood on the back of her skirt where her legs were bound.”


    Katie shook her head in disbelief. “Is she dirty as well?”


    “Aye, she is covered in it, her clothes are torn and her belongings are gone.” He bowed his head and took a forgotten breath. “She does not complain. She has been kicked.”


    “Kevin, you must cover her before you bring her here. She will not like anyone seeing her like that.”


    Kevin’s arms were by his sides now and his fists were clenched. It didn’t take long for the growing crowd to pass the word, which made the women bow their heads. The men narrowed their eyes and closely watched their laird, waiting for his command. Filled with rage, Kevin didn’t trust himself to say a word, but he nodded to his sister and then to his stable master on the other side of the courtyard. Everyone knew what he meant to do and instantly, several men headed for their horses.


    “Find the priest,” Kevin ordered finally.


    “Do you think she will die?” Katie asked.


    “I will not let her die; I intend to marry her now instead.”


    In a matter of minutes, his horse was ready, the priest was found and a contingent of men followed him across the drawbridge. The priest was normally a talkative, friendly man, but he’d never been surrounded by so much anger, and he wisely kept his mouth shut. God help the man who did this, he thought as he crossed himself.


    They rode hard, slowing to follow a narrow path when it was required, and then racing across the open land. At last, they spotted Anna’s small band of protectors in the distance.


    Anna was not on her horse and Kevin began to panic, until he noticed Thomas holding her in his lap. He slowed his men and when they were close enough, he put his hand up to stop both guards. He signaled the priest to follow and then slowly walked his horse toward his future wife.


    The closer he got, the worse she looked. Someone had cut off all her hair, she was slumped against Thomas and for a moment, he thought she was dead. If she was, all his attempts to avoid a war were for naught. For this, all of Scotland would feel his wrath. She finally moved her hand and he remembered to breathe. He guided his horse around to the other side and looked at her back. The moment he saw it, he closed his eyes and brought a hand up to his forehead.


    His rage turned to pity and for a reason he could not understand, he wanted her in his arms. If she died, he wanted to be holding her when it happened. Somehow, this was his fault, but he couldn’t think of that just now. First, he had to get her home where Katie could try to keep her alive.


    Kevin turned his horse around, eased up next to Thomas and noticed the look of despair on his second’s face. It was clear Thomas didn’t think she would survive. He took a longer look at her back, put his arm between the rope burns, slipped his other arm under her knees and gently lifted her. She only slightly moaned when he set her in his lap.


    Suddenly, she reeled back and looked up at him. The terror in her one good eye startled him. “‘Tis all right, Lass, you are safe now.”


    “Who are you?”


    “I will now be your husband.”


    “Now?”


    “Aye, now.” Kevin nodded and the priest waited until Thomas moved away so he could come closer.


    Anna started to protest, but then she thought about her little sister, Rachel. The child was not yet four and Anna was well aware her father meant what he said; he would kill Rachel if Anna didn’t comply. Yet she was only supposed to agree to marry him. She heard the priest begin and said, “No.”


    “Aye,” demanded Kevin.


    She put her hands on her head, remembered her hair was almost gone, closed her eyes and hung her head in shame. She’d never felt so defeated.


    “It will grow back, Lass.”


    She doubted she would live that long. Why not marry him? Death would come soon no matter what she did and he was so insistent. She hardly had the strength to breathe, let alone sit there and argue with the man. So when he demanded she marry him a second time, she nodded her consent and prayed death would come quickly.


    The priest shortened the ceremony as best he could, but Anna wasn’t even listening. She said, ‘I do,’ and the priest blessed the marriage. It was done then and there was nothing she could do about it, so she relaxed, leaned against her husband and awaited her fate.


    The Priest unfolded an extra plaid and handed it to him, but Kevin couldn’t think how to cover her back. The wool was soft, but not soft enough. There wasn’t a man alive who didn’t know how badly a rope burn hurt, especially when the skin was cut. He finally covered her in the front, left her back open and when he nodded, the rest of his men came to escort them home.


    The more he thought about what they had done to her, the angrier he became. He turned to Thomas and spoke in Gaelic. “Did you see anyone?”


    “Nay, she was alone in the clearing. They must have killed her guard, but not there. We did not see them.”


    Anna found it very odd, but the sound of Kevin’s voice and the warmth of his body soothed her. She turned just enough to put her ear against his chest, and the beat of his heart somehow made her feel safe. Ridiculous! Safe would be far, far away from them all, especially her father.


    Blood hit Kevin’s arm and he noticed. “Has she been bleeding the whole time?”


    “Aye, ‘tis worse when she tries to talk.”


    “Did you ask her who did this?”


    “She did not answer.”


    Kevin paused to think for a moment. “Who could have done it?”


    Thomas shook his head. “Sophia was not pleased when you refused her, and cutting off Anna’s hair is something a lass might do.”


    “Could a lass alone do this much damage?”


    “Nay, if it was Sophia, she had help. English swine might have done it,” said Thomas.


    “Aye, but they rarely come this far north and we have had no report of them. Who among the clans could hate me enough to nearly kill my bride?”


    “I can think of no one else. All the clans have known of your plans for weeks, and some even knew you would meet her today. It could have been anyone.”


    Kevin gritted his teeth. “I will kill the lads who did this.”


    “And I will happily help you.”


    They rode in silence for a while before Kevin asked, “Could Sophia’s father be behind it? Did he take offense when I refused his daughter?”


    “I did not see it in his face, and surely he would not be willing to go to war over it.”


    “Lads have gone to war for less,” said Kevin.


    “True. We live on very good land and they might think to take it from us while we fight a war.”


    Anna suddenly arched her back and Kevin realized he accidentally brushed his arm against it. He leaned down and whispered, “I am sorry, Lass. I will be more careful.” He felt her lean a little further forward and relax again. Then he closed his eyes. No woman should have to suffer such brutality and especially not because of him. He decided to be quiet and let her sleep if she could.


    It was another hour of going slowly up hill and down again, before she suddenly sat up. “I am going to throw up.”


    “Spread out!” he ordered. He jerked on the reins, pulled the extra plaid off her and tossed it away. Then he slid down, grabbed her waist and carefully lowered her to the ground. She turned, walked into the trees and bent over.


    Anna didn’t realize Kevin had his hands on her waist, holding her from behind so she wouldn’t fall. What came up was mostly blood and she tried not to get it on her skirt, which was absurd since it was already ruined. “Please, just let me die.”


    “I will not let you die. Did they knock out your teeth?” Kevin asked.


    She shook her head.


    “Are you hurt inside?”


    Again, she shook her head. “My mouth is cut.” She felt her lips with her fingertips, and was grateful when Thomas handed her a cloth. She dabbed at her lips and took a deep breath.


    Thomas remembered to speak English. When he spoke to Clymer at the creek in Gaelic, it seemed to disturb her. “We need to get her home, Kevin, she needs rest.”


    “It will hurt her if we go faster.”


    Anna shook her head. “Get it over with, and do not cover me.”


    “She is right, Kevin. The longer she is on a horse, the longer she will bleed.”


    Finally feeling a little anger of her own, she twisted free of his hands, ignored her bare feet, and walked back to his horse. She waited for Kevin to mount, let Thomas lift her and decided to see to her own comfort. Her legs were over Kevin’s leg and the bruise on the side of her knee was touching it. So when she noticed Thomas folding the extra plaid, she said, “May I have that?”


    “Aye.” When she pointed to her knee, he folded the plaid smaller and slipped it under her leg.


    Next, she moved Kevin’s arm lower on her hip. Then she touched the piece of plaid over his shoulder and looked up at him. He realized it was not soft enough, pulled the cloth out of his belt, and tossed it over his shoulder. Then he opened his shirt so even it would not chafe her skin.


    The one thing she couldn’t do anything about was the inside of her mouth. The cut, apparently from her own teeth, went all the way from her lip to the back of her jaw. It was swollen on the inside too and each up and down movement of the horse made her teeth go into the cut again. The last thing she did was turn enough to put her head against his bare chest so she could hear his heart again. Then she grabbed hold of his arm, closed her eyes and relaxed.


    Kevin was surprised by her boldness. She was showing him how not to hurt her and he was grateful. She was also holding on tight so he could go faster and he couldn’t help himself. He softly laid his cheek against the top of her head. “Tell me if you need to stop again.” He felt her slight nod.


    He had ridden hard to get to her, but he wasn’t about to ride that hard getting her back and only urged the horse to gallop. It was still a long ride and Kevin noticed Thomas often looking at her face. She was still bleeding, but Thomas didn’t seem too concerned, so Kevin kept going. He knew she wasn’t sleeping; she still had a grip on his arm and he realized it was a good way to know she was still alive. The priest, he noticed, was praying and crossing himself often.


    He should have sent the guard all the way to her home instead of arranging to meet her half way. At the time, he felt it would keep her from having to spend a night in the forest alone with his men. He knew his men would honor her, but she didn’t know that.


    She moved.


    He quickly lowered his head. “Do you want to stop?” He felt her shake her head a little, but he slowed the horse anyway and his men slowed with him. She shifted her weight, adjusted her arms and relaxed again. “I am very sorry you are hurt,” he softly said.


    Anna ignored him. She was too tired to hold on any longer and needed to find a more comfortable position for her hand. She tried moving it to her lap, but his arm was in the way. He started to lift it so she could slip her arm under his, but she gently pushed it back down.


    It was then he noticed how cold her hand was and slowed the horse even more. “I won’t let you fall. Use my warmth, Anna.”


    She tried a couple of different positions before she finally turned her upper body a little more toward him and tucked her hand inside his shirt just above his belt. The warmth felt wonderful and she wanted to consume all of it. It seemed, as long as she could feel his warmth and hear his heart, she could stand the pain. Why was that?


    He started them moving faster again, although she had to be suffering, and he wasn’t convinced it was the right thing to do. She never made a sound and he greatly admired her for it. He wasn’t sure even he was that brave.


    At last, he slowed the horse to a walk and led the way back across the drawbridge. Almost every adult in the clan was gathered in the courtyard silently watching. It was supposed to be a celebration when he met his intended, but everything was different now. She was not covered, his followers couldn’t help but see the damage, and several lowered their eyes.


    Then he saw it. As he neared the steps, he noticed the women had left gifts for his wife, one on each step. There was a brush for her hair -- what was left of it, several soft cloths for her to wash with, new shirts and plaids, shoes, soap and soft leather belts. Each gift was adorned with flower petals and Kevin couldn’t have been more pleased.


    He glanced at the faces of the women and nodded his appreciation. “We are home,” he whispered. He waited until Anna sat up straight, got down and lifted her to the ground. Then he held on until he was sure she had her balance. “Can you walk?”


    “Yes.”


    He took her hand and led her to the steps where she too noticed the gifts. “They are for you.”


    Anna slowly turned to look at all the people. Some caught their breath when they got a good look at her face, but she dismissed it. She knew she must look awful. Just as he had done, she nodded her appreciation, and she meant it too.


    However, when she tried to bend her knee to climb the first step, it was obvious she needed help, so Kevin quickly scooped her up into his arms. “You can show your bravery later.”


    As he carried her up the stairs, she noticed some of the women had tears in their eyes. No one, except perhaps her imprisoned mother, had ever cared for her enough to cry and it puzzled her.


    Kevin carried her through the door, across the great hall, up a flight of stairs and turned down a long balcony. When he reached the last bedchamber, he took her inside, where his sister and two other women were waiting.


    He carefully lowered Anna to the bed; made sure she could sit up and then knelt down in front of her. “Katie is my sister and she will take good care of you.” Anna’s eyes were closed and he knew she had to be exhausted. “All that we have is yours for the asking. Do not hesitate.”


    She wasn’t paying much attention to his words, but she nodded slightly anyway. All she wanted was to be left alone and it didn’t look like that was going to happen any time soon. When she opened her good eye, he was gone.


    


    Kevin reached the bottom of the stairs before he began to run his fingers through his hair and take several deep breaths. When he looked down, his whole front was covered with blood. “She bled too much and she is very cold. Even my body did not warm her.”


    Thomas put a comforting hand on Kevin’s shoulder. “It was right to bring her faster. Her bleeding will stop now.”


    “Should we give her wine?”


    “It will hurt her mouth and she will throw up again.”


    “‘Tis hard to see a lass suffer.”


    “It ‘tis, at that. The people want to talk to you.”


    Kevin rubbed his brow. “I hardly know what to say.”


    “She is their mistress now and they have waited a long time for one. Just tell them she is not going to die.”


    “Do you believe it?”


    “I do. She wanted us to let her die when we found her, but she does not give in to it. She keeps herself alive.”


    Kevin ran his fingers through his hair one last time, opened the door and went out.


    “Who did this?” a man shouted.


    “We do not know, but she is strong, she will survive.”


    “Is she hurt inside?” a woman wanted to know.


    “She says nay. She needs rest and time to heal.”


    Another woman asked, “Where does she bleed?”


    Thomas answered, “You will know everything soon enough. Go home and let her rest.” They obeyed and as soon as they began to disperse, he and Kevin walked across the courtyard and headed to the loch to wash the blood off.


    They were grateful when a woman handed clean clothing to each. Keeping clean was something Kevin insisted on for all his people and for a very important reason. Should they need to hide or sneak up on an enemy, he wanted to make sure no one could smell them before they saw them.


    The loch was to the east of the Keep and was normally a quiet, tranquil place. Neither man bothered to undress. They removed their shoes, walked into the loch and swam the width of it twice, not only to clean the blood, but to relieve their anger. It wasn’t helping that much and he wasn’t sure why, but Kevin found it uncomfortable being that far away from Anna. He got out, changed into the clean clothing and headed back.


    


    In the bedchamber, the next hour was a flurry of activity. Katie looked inside her mouth to see where the blood was coming from, saw the cut and told her not to talk. Anna was relieved to find Katie’s English was as good as her brother’s.


    The three women cut off her clothing and bathed her. They looked as pained to do it as she felt, and soon she found herself trying to comfort them with a gentle touch and a nod. Katie applied a soothing salve to her rope burns, which helped, and Gretchen spoon fed her warm broth, so she wouldn’t have to open her mouth much. It was all very kind of them and very, very unsettling for Anna.


    Finally, they let her lay down on her stomach. Katie was careful to cover her backside only up to her waist, and sent the others out so Anna could sleep.


    Kevin stood at the bottom of the stairs and watched as the two women came down, and then hurried off to tell the rest of the clan every detail of her condition. He waited until they closed the large front door behind them and then turned to Clymer. “Send riders to the nearest clans to tell them what has happened.” He watched Clymer leave and turned to walk up the stairs. Kevin knew once the first few were told, word would spread all across the Highlands and the message would be clear -- someone tried to kill Kevin MacGreagor’s bride and he wanted to know who.


    Katie pulled a chair up next to Anna’s bed and sat down. “It is all right to cry, you know. We are family now and I will not blame you.”


    When the door opened, Katie slipped out of the chair, and just before she left her brother alone with his wife, she touched his arm and whispered, “The bleeding has stopped; she will live.”


    He hardly knew what to say, so he just watched her for a moment. Parts of her hair had been clipped so near her scalp, it was a wonder she wasn’t cut. Her eyes were closed and he thought she was asleep, so he quietly sat down in the chair and covered her hand with his. Her skin was much warmer now, but when she pulled away, he knew she was awake. “I am sorry we were not there in time to protect you.”


    She lifted her head a little. “You could not protect me.”


    “Who did this to you?”


    She didn’t answer.


    “Did you see their faces?”


    Again, she didn’t answer.


    “Tell me!” He hadn’t meant to raise his voice and when he saw her tense, he instantly regretted it. In a much softer tone, he said, “Anna, you are surrounded by lads who will give their lives to protect you. You are safe now and you need not fret.”


    “They cannot protect me.”


    “Aye, but they can. You are new to the Highlands and you do not yet understand our strength. You will see; we can protect you.” He walked to the door and when he looked back, her eyes were closed.


    


    


    CHAPTER III


    


    All through the night, women took turns sitting by her side. Anna threw up once more, but there was no blood -- a good sign she had no internal injuries. Her mouth began to bleed again, but not badly and it soon stopped. She woke every time she tried to move and remembered to thank the women for helping her. Finally, she decided the pain was not so severe when she turned on her right side. After that, she slept a full five hours.


    When she awoke, she couldn’t figure out where she was. A man, no a god, sat in the chair beside her and she had trouble focusing on his face. The sun shone through the window behind him. His hair was golden and he was far too big to be a mortal man.


    “Did I die?” she whispered.


    Kevin smiled. “Nay.”


    “Who are you?”


    “I am your husband, do you not remember?”


    “Oh.” It seemed easier and a lot less painful to speak than it had the day before, and he spoke English as well as his sister.


    Anna slowly moved her legs over the side of the bed and started to sit up before she realized she had nothing on. She quickly covered herself, but not before he noticed the dark bruise on the side of her left knee, lighter ones on her legs and a large bruise on her shoulder. “Perhaps you should stay in bed.”


    “No, I need to walk the stiffness out.” She bowed her head then, and closed her eyes. “I am ashamed of my appearance and I would not blame you for refusing me.” She hoped he would.


    He changed the subject. “Who is Rachel?”


    Her head shot up. “How do you know…?”


    “You talked in your sleep.”


    “What else did I say?”


    “Answer my question first.”


    She hesitated but saw no harm in telling him. “Rachel is my little sister.”


    “I see. To answer your question, nay, you said nothing else.” He lied. In fact, he thought he knew a great deal. Some of her muttering was impossible to understand, but Rachel was in danger and Anna had to help her. Danger from whom, he did not know, nor was he certain what Anna could do about it. He was sure of one thing; he doubted Anna would tell him who hurt her until Rachel was safe. Did one of the clans have her? The thought made his rage begin to build again. “Is Rachel in danger?”


    She didn’t answer.


    “Should I notify your father?”


    Anna shook her head.


    Her father must be dead, he thought. Her attackers killed her father and her guard, then beat her and took her little sister, threatening to kill Rachel if Anna told. Was that what happened? His mind was racing. If that was it, his wife was suffering a lot more than he knew. He decided to ask her another question. “Do you think Rachel is in the Highlands somewhere?”


    She shook her head and that changed his every thought. It was the English then, and that meant …”


    “Please do not question me.” She touched her short, dark hair and sighed.


    “It will grow back and your face will heal. Are you quite certain no ribs are broken? Do you hurt inside?”


    “No.” She tried again to smile and this time when she looked, she recognized him. He was the giant on the hill she nearly shot with her arrow. She’d hidden in the trees, watched him search for her and remembered his face. It was a good face and up close, he was quite handsome.


    She suddenly remembered Threcher, her beautiful black stallion and her smile faded. Before she was forced to face her father, she whispered in the horse’s ear, told him to escape and find her. Yet, he was just a horse and she knew it was impossible. Her Threcher was probably dead by now anyway.


    He noticed the change in her and instinctively reached for her hand, but she jumped and pulled away. “Give me your hand, Anna.” It wasn’t a request; it was an order.


    She watched the look in his eye and when she almost believed he did not mean to hurt her, she reluctantly obeyed.


    “I give you my pledge. You are my wife and I will never hurt you. If it is the wedding night that worries you, we will not consummate this marriage until you come to me. I will sleep in the next chamber until then.” He let go of her hand and stood up. “There are at least ten lasses outside this door who want to help you. Do not deny them. ‘Tis an honor to help my wife and their feelings will be hurt if you do not allow it. Is there anything you wish me to do?”


    She thought about it for a moment. “My father said there would be a banquet. I do not believe …”


    “We call it a feast, but you need not worry. We have delayed it until you are healed.”


    “Thank you.”


    He was impressed by her courtesy. Just as his sister said, in all her discomfort, Anna still remembered to be courteous. She reminded him of his mother, but he believed his mother was an exception. The English were rarely thought of as courteous by the Highlanders. In fact, they had little regard for the English on any level. He nodded and walked out the door allowing the flood of skirts to enter.


    When Anna saw it, she was thrilled. Mary had made a scarf for her head to hide her missing hair. Anna nearly burst into tears of joy, which actually made some of the other women lose a tear or two. She wanted to wear it right away.


    Mary smoothed a small section of hair along the side of Anna’s face, wet her fingers and curled it in front of her ear. On the other side, she did the same thing. Then she tied the scarf in the back and all the women smiled their approval.


    “I told you she would like it,” Gretchen scoffed.


    Natty said, “Nay, I believe I am the one who said it.”


    Before long, they were all talking so fast in Gaelic Anna couldn’t understand a word. Not that she knew that many words in Gaelic, but she recognized her name. It didn’t sound quite the same as it did in English. It sounded more like Hanna with a long ‘A’ and when she burst out laughing they all stopped to stare at her.


    She was afraid she had insulted them and tried to explain. “Anna…Anna…not Hanna,” but her sore mouth made it nearly impossible to pronounce it correctly either, and this time when she started to laugh, they all laughed with her.


    Downstairs, Kevin smiled at Thomas. “If marriage means laughter, perhaps I will not mind so much.”


    The great hall was a large room that served as a gathering place with a long, narrow table in the middle. Several tall-backed chairs were around it and smaller tables along the walls held bowls of flowers, water pitchers and goblets. Weapons, captured or passed from one laird to the next, hung on one wall, while a colorful tapestry hung on the one opposite. At the far end of the room, a large hearth kept the place warm.


    Thomas pulled a chair away from the table and sat down next to Kevin, “So you think it was the English?”


    Kevin shook his head. “Why would the king allow his lads to beat a lass? If he wished to start a war, he would simply attack.”


    “Perhaps they were only dressed as English soldiers.”


    “That is possible.”


    The two men continued to eat their morning meal in silence until Kevin finally said, “I cannot rid myself of the feeling this is my fault somehow, and now I am responsible for whatever is happening to Rachel. If I could remember doing or saying something, we would know who did this.”


    “Kevin, you know how the clans like to gossip. You need not do anything for people to be misled. Besides, there is more than that to consider.”


    “What?”


    Thomas looked deadly serious. “Kevin, did they force her?”


    Laird MacGreagor hung his head for a moment. “Katie saw no evidence of it when she undressed her and Anna did not say.”


    “Anna was surprised to learn it was Sunday. If she passed out, it could have happened without her knowing. What will you do if she is with child?”


    “I have already done it. I have married her and no one will ever know whose child it is.”


    “Save you.”


    “Aye.”


    “And you will always wonder.”


    “Thomas, I have done something and that helpless lass upstairs is paying for it. The child will be mine, even if it does not carry my blood and I will love it, perhaps more than any others to make amends. ‘Tis the least I can do.”


    Thomas broke off a bite of bread, chewed and swallowed. “Anna has courage and she does not complain.”


    “I am well pleased with that. I would not enjoy a weak wife who cries constantly and demands too much of my attention. How many of our lasses would say nothing of the pain?”


    “Not many; Katie perhaps.”


    Kevin smiled finally. “Why do you not tell my sister you prefer her?”


    “That kind of courage I do not have.”


    Kevin slapped him on the back and grinned. “Perhaps if another lad prefers her, your courage will increase.”


    “Perhaps, it will at that.”


    The men paused to listen when the women upstairs laughed again. “I wonder what makes them laugh,” Thomas muttered.


    “Whatever it is, the lasses will soon love my wife. ‘Tis far more than I could have hoped for.”


    “Aye, she will make them laugh -- until she hears about the other lass.”


    “She will not hear.”


    “Aye, she will. You must be the one to tell Anna about the other lass, Kevin. ‘Tis not kind to keep it from her. Everyone knows and it will not be long before she learns the language and one of the lasses lets it slip. She is their mistress now and she will demand to know.”


    “Then tell the lasses not to slip. I have enough on my mind without that.”


    


    She was dressed in a soft English gown someone managed to find for her. The sleeves were off and a square had been cut out of the back to keep it from rubbing against her wounds. Anna’s new shoes, compliments of the cobbler who worked all night to make them, fit amazingly well. Her hair was neatly tucked under the scarf, except for the two curls, and she closed her eyes when she tasted the wonderful stew one of the women brought for her noon meal. The woman even made sure the chunks were cut small enough to swallow without chewing. It seemed like a lifetime since she’d eaten a full meal and she couldn’t hide her enjoyment, which she could see, pleased the woman immensely.


    Katie had been in and out all morning, putting more salve on her wounds and fussing over her like a mother hen. Anna couldn’t remember a time when anyone, except her father’s servants when they were allowed to, ever cared about her so much. She felt content, warm and yes, even loved -- which worried her. This was an altogether different world than the one she grew up in. Her world offered only harshness, pain and sorrow. How long before this world fell apart?


    When Anna finished her meal and the woman took it away, she was alone for the first time. She tried not to think about her troubles and looked around at her surroundings instead. It was a large room, much larger than she realized. The furnishings were made of dark wood, colorful drawings hung on the walls and the bed was near enough to the hearth to keep her warm at night. Fresh flowers floated in a bowl of water on the table. She took her time standing up and found she wasn’t nearly as sore as she thought.


    There was the hard lump on the top of one shoulder, and of course, one on the side of her knee. So long as no one touched them, she decided she could bear that pain. If only her back and her face would stop hurting. She walked to the window and looked out.


    Then she remembered she was actually married to the man she had dreamed about for the better part of two years. How was that possible? All that time, she knew he was a Highlander and probably dangerous, but he didn’t seem to be now. She knew by the way he demanded to know who had hurt her, that he could be dangerous when he needed to be. Yet, she also felt his regret for raising his voice. She thought about how tender he was with her and how he cared about her pain. It was very strange behavior for a man, let alone a Highlander.


    Anna was contemplating the idea that he may someday love her, when she heard a shout downstairs and froze. It took all her courage, but she gathered her wits, peeked out the door and then eased out on the balcony, until she could look down into the great hall below. Kevin was flanked by three of his warriors and he didn’t look happy. A commoner, dressed in English attire, had his back to her, and it was clear the man was trembling.


    “I am her husband. If you have a message for her, you will give it to me!” said Kevin.


    The stranger could hardly get the words out. “You are married? Already? We thought the wedding was tomorrow week.”


    “Our plans have changed. Either give me the message or be gone with you.”


    “No!” She said it before she realized what she was doing and darted back inside the bedchamber.


    Kevin looked up at the empty place where he spotted her earlier and reconsidered. Perhaps the message was about Rachel. “My wife cannot come down, but if you speak your message loud enough, I am certain she will hear you.”


    The commoner refused. “The message is for her ears only. ‘Tis from her mother.”


    Ignoring the pain and stiffness in her body, Anna walked the length of the balcony and started down the stairs. Her injured knee wasn’t bending very well, but she wasn’t going to let that stop her. She was grateful when Thomas raced up to make sure she didn’t fall, thanked him and then turned to the commoner, “What is it, Harold?”


    “Dear God, what have they done to your face?”


    She dismissed his outburst. “Why has my mother sent you? Is she unwell?” Anna made it to the bottom of the stairs before she stopped.


    Harold took a deep breath, walked to her and tried to recognize her. It wasn’t easy to look at the extraordinarily beautiful face, that was now all swollen and bruised. He had to take another deep breath and then another. “She sent word by way of her maid, who said to say, the beast has broken out.”


    Anna’s good eye danced and she smiled. “When?”


    “Not more than an hour after you left, your mother guesses. I set out not long behind and did not see him, but I will not be surprised if he is trying to find you.”


    Kevin glared, “What beast?”


    “Threcher is my horse. My father hates him and calls him ‘the beast.’ But Harold, you did not come all this way to tell me about a horse.”


    “No, no, I did not.” He glanced at Kevin and then looked back at her. “‘Tis a private matter.”


    “Then we will ask Laird MacGreagor to excuse us.”


    Kevin was not pleased. “Nay, she is not to be alone with any lad save me, until we find the swine that beat her.”


    “I agree,” Harold said, surprising everyone. He was an old man and so short, his head barely reached the giant’s armpit, nor was he aware the three MacGreagor warriors were now standing right behind him. “In that case, I will whisper it…with your permission, Laird MacGreagor.”


    Kevin allowed it, but the warriors made sure Harold kept his hands off Kevin’s wife.


    Anna listened to his words and then asked, “Does my mother know what is happening?”


    “That is how I knew where to find you.” Harold took a step back and trampled the toes of one of the giants. His eyes flew open wide and he was sure he would meet his maker that very day. Fortunately, the giant didn’t strike him and accepted his hasty apology.


    Now Anna was actually crying. Through a cloud of tears, she thanked Harold and turned to her husband. “Please see that Harold gets home safely. I need him.” She started up the stairs and again Thomas stayed by her side.


    When she turned her back and Harold saw the rope burns, he had to bite his knuckle and turn away until she was out of hearing. Then he lost all control. “That scunner!”


    Kevin and his warriors moved closer. “Who? Tell me his name?”


    “I cannot and neither can she.”


    “Why?”


    “There are lives at risk.”


    Out of the corner of his eye, Kevin watched his wife disappear into her bedchamber and then studied the sincerity on the man’s face. “Is Rachel one of them?” Harold looked distressed and could not even begin to speak so Kevin decided to explain. “Anna talked in her sleep.”


    “Oh.” Harold slumped. “That is what I came to tell her. They moved Rachel and we do not know where she is.”


    “Who moved her?”


    “Laird MacGreagor, please do not ask me that question. Rachel is very young and she could be anywhere by now. I cannot say for sure, but I would be willing to wager Anna took that beating to save her sister’s life.”


    Thomas asked, “How did you get all this way on our land without anyone spotting you?”


    “Oh, they spotted me; they just did not know it. And if I tell you how, I will not be able to come back.”


    Thomas rolled his eyes, “Kevin, what should we do with him.”


    “See him safely home. Anna wants his help and so do I.” With that, he turned and headed up the stairs. He knew whomever Thomas assigned to see Harold home would grill the man all the way back to England if he had to. Kevin was determined to find out what the hell was going on.


    


    When he entered the bedchamber, Anna was staring out the window. “Are you all right?” He asked it so softly he wasn’t sure she heard.


    “‘Tis a beautiful land.” The window looked out over the colorful glen at the edge of the forest and she was right, it was beautiful. “I suspect I could see it better without all these tears in my eyes.”


    He picked a cloth up off the table and handed it to her. “Would you like to go for a walk?”


    “I cannot. I mean, I would not want your people to see me like this.”


    “They are your people now too, and they have already seen you.”


    “Yes, but not for long. Katie will not let me look, but I see it in her eyes and Harold was revolted. I know it must be dreadful.”


    “Would you like a mirror?”


    She turned to him and nodded. She carefully dabbed at her tears, heard him open the door to the next bedchamber, and then watched him come back in.


    He gave her a hand mirror and stepped away. “It was my mother’s and you may keep it if you like.”


    “Thank you.” It took all of her will power, but finally she lifted the mirror and looked. Horrified, she instantly lowered it and closed her eyes. At length, she looked again and began to study the damage more closely. She opened her mouth as wide as she could and looked at the inside of her cheek. It was obvious both her upper and lower teeth had deeply cut it. Then she looked for chipped teeth. They seemed undamaged.


    He watched her and was also relieved her teeth were not broken. He noticed how meticulously she examined every inch of her face. Weeks before, he wondered how it would be to have an ugly wife, but dismissed it, thinking no woman could live up to the beauty of the one on the horse. Besides, he intended to ignore the woman most of the time. Still, Anna seemed to care, and if she cared, she would likely try to look her best and it would be enough.


    Anna took a deep breath. She was most concerned with her nose. It was bruised, tender to the touch and had a lump on the bridge, but it was once again straight. “Thomas fixed it for me.”


    “He told me. He also said you did not cry out. As I recall, when I fixed his nose, he yelled and stomped his foot.”


    It made her smile. She looked in the mirror again and then set it down on the table. “I suspect it will take a week or two to find my face again, and I will go daft if I stay hidden away. I believe I would like to take a walk.”


    He was pleased with her; she seemed to be sensible. He could have done a lot worse, he reminded himself, and perhaps he might even like her eventually. He already admired her. She didn’t seem to need his comfort either, as he imagined most women would. Instead, her calm manner seemed to soothe his anger and he marveled at the feeling.


    


    


    CHAPTER IV


    


    Her husband never left her side and was there if she needed him, as she slowly walked down the steps on the outside of the Keep. Clymer was waiting at the bottom and she remembered he was one of the men who had been kind to her the day before. As soon as she reached the bottom, she touched his arm and thanked him.


    Anna didn’t notice the two older men standing in the courtyard at first, and when she did, she was intrigued by their different colored plaids. Each had two guards behind him and each had his hands clasped behind his back.


    Kevin knew they would be there and wanted them to know she would live, as well as to see her brutalized condition. They were his friends and Lairds in their own right, having control over thousands. One held the land closest to Kevin’s to the north and the other to the west. If there was to be a war, he needed them to know firsthand the reason.


    Neither stranger betrayed his shock and tried to comfort her with his smile as she walked to them. She wanted to curtsey to show her respect, but when she stopped and tried, her knee wouldn’t bend well enough and she almost fell. Both men quickly reached out their hands to catch her, but it was Kevin she grabbed hold of, and a second later, she regained her balance.


    Kevin was impressed with her attempt and smiled. She was going to be a respectful mistress and a wife he could be proud of in front of his friends. “Will you wait for me over there by Clymer?” She nodded and when she turned her back, Kevin saw the distress in the eyes of his friends. “I must know who did this,” he said in Gaelic.


    Both men nodded, mounted their horses, and then led their guards out of the courtyard and across the bridge. Once the lairds were gone, Kevin realized there wasn’t much of interest for Anna to see in the courtyard, so they started up the path to the cottages. She was stiff, but the more she walked, the easier she moved. Most of the women planted flowers near their cottages and he’d never actually noticed before, but she did. Again, he didn’t touch her, but before she leaned down to examine a flower, she reached for his hand. That too pleased him. The sooner she got over her fear of him, the better.


    Being able to touch him took her breath away, but she hid it well. His hand was so strong and big, it nearly swallowed hers up. She spent more time examining that flower than she had at any other time in her life. Then she finally stood back up and let go.


    He watched her, held her hand each time she leaned down, and also watched his followers. If they stared at her too long, he frowned until they turned away. He also checked to be sure the sun wasn’t burning her back and she was sufficiently covered in the front. In a few days, her back would be healed enough to wear better clothing and he would be glad.


    She seemed to be enjoying the walk. She also seemed to be getting tired, and didn’t want to let go of his hand, even after she stood back up. So he turned her around and headed back to the Keep. “Would you like me to carry you?” The swelling had gone down around her bad eye and when she looked up, the sunlight brought out the brilliant blue of her eyes. He was amazed.


    “I would not hear of it. I will never get my strength back if I cower now.”


    “And you need your strength to help Rachel?”


    She gave him a suspicious look and turned away.


    “Harold told me they moved her.” He noticed her surprise and quickly continued, “Do not blame him. Anna, I cannot help if you do not tell me.”


    She stopped and looked into his eyes again. “If I could give you this burden, I would. ‘Tis complicated and I must have time to remember and sort it all out.”


    “Let us help you save Rachel. My lads have slipped in and out of places undetected for years. Once we know where she is …”


    “But then my mother would die.”


    He didn’t mean to, but he reeled back. “Your…”


    “I am certain that is why they have been separated. I cannot choose between my mother and my sister…though my mother would insist I choose my sister.”


    “And your father?” Anna continued walking and didn’t answer. She was right, he realized, it was complicated. Yet, why refuse to discuss her father? Wasn’t he in danger too? If not, he must have something to do with it. He might even have beaten her himself, and Kevin found the thought disgusting.


    What could possibly make a man harm his own daughter…unless he had to beat her to make her agree to marry him? No, that wasn’t it, the beating was far too extreme. However, the man wanted something and Kevin was suddenly furious with himself. He should have been more suspicious when Baron Stoneham offered his daughter. Now he knew his first assessment was right: he thought only of having sons and selfishly neglected to ask exactly what the man wanted in return.


    Then again, he could be wrong. He had to know for sure, so he pretended not to understand. “Who will kill your mother?” Again, she didn’t answer and he hadn’t expected her to. What was Anna supposed to do to save the lives of her mother and sister? If Harold was right, she’d already taken a beating to save them. Yet, Thomas believed whoever beat her meant for her to die. What could a man gain by sending him a dead woman? Kevin could make no sense out of any of it.


    When they reached the steps of the Keep, he stopped. “Anna, I will not force you to tell me. But know this, Thomas or I will always be nearby should your burden become too great.”


    She wanted to tell him and wondered why she hesitated. She couldn’t remember her father saying not to tell him. Kevin was being very kind. Even so, her mother said her father was kind in the beginning too. For all she knew, she’d stepped out of the pot and into the fire. She didn’t trust him, needed more time to think and something greatly bothered her -- why does a man marry a woman he has not seen? Is it for land, for power, to repay a debt…what?


    Perhaps she should ask him. “What is a laird precisely?”


    “All people must have a leader who can command order. Without it, the clan would be in chaos.”


    “How much land do you have?”


    “Enough.”


    “Do you wish for more?”


    He smiled, leaned against the wall and folded his arms. “We have ample water, trees, meadows and plenty of animals to hunt. Some of our numbers outside the wall raise sheep and cattle. Behind the cottages, our women tend gardens and grow vegetables. We do not need more land.”


    “What do you need?”


    “I have everything I want.”


    This was getting her nowhere.


    


    She rested all afternoon and felt able to take her evening meal with Katie and Kevin downstairs. Kevin was careful to choose a chair for her without a back, and then sat a little closer than he normally would have, just in case she started to fall. When she noticed, she put her hands on her hips. “You are worse than the women.”


    He chuckled and Katie was so amused, she nearly choked on her wine.


    One of the serving women set a goblet of wine on the table for her and Anna took a sip, but the inside of her cheek stung and she grimaced. Katie and Kevin looked as though they hadn’t noticed, but she knew they had. Now she understood why they hadn’t offered her any wine to help her sleep the night before. She disagreed. A little pain in her mouth was well worth easing the pain in her face and back. She gathered her courage, took a longer drink, and swallowed. Then she took another drink. Some of the wine dribbled down her chin and she quickly dabbed it away with a cloth.


    “Does it hurt to talk still?” Katie asked.


    She took a longer drink, closed her eyes, felt the wine beginning to work and finally answered, “A little.” In truth, she was starting not to care if it hurt to talk. “However, you might want to cherish this time. Once I get started, you will likely pray for peace and quiet.”


    Katie reached across the table and took hold of Anna’s hand. “Peace and quiet, is what we have had in this home for far too long. I believe your company is just what the place needs.” She released Anna’s hand and put a spoon in it. “Tell me, what do you like to do most?”


    “I am not handy with sewing. In fact, I am not handy with most things. I do love to ride, however.”


    Kevin finished a mouth full of food and smiled. “As long as ‘tis safe and you are healed, you may go riding every day, if you wish.”


    “How will I know if it is safe?”


    “The lads will not lower the drawbridge if it is not.”


    “I see,” said Anna.


    “Your guard will accompany you.”


    “I do not require a guard.”


    “Aye, but you do. I will not have you hurt again.”


    She sighed. She knew she should eat something, but the wine pleased her a lot more. She put the spoon down and took yet another drink. Then she realized her goblet was nearly empty. “Might I have more?”


    “Are you accustomed to drinking so much?” he asked.


    “I am not accustomed to drinking at all. I believe this is only my second time. Harold gave me some when I was injured before and it eased my pain.”


    “You will fall flat on your face if you have more.”


    “Do you fall flat on your face after drinking wine?”


    “Nay,” he admitted.


    “Then neither will I.”


    “I do not drink that much. A lad knows his limit.”


    “And a woman does not?”


    “Not one who is unaccustomed to drinking.”


    “My, but you are a stubborn man.”


    Katie was thoroughly enjoying the banter between them. She noticed the gleam in her brother’s eye, knew Kevin was enjoying it as well and she was thrilled. He needed a way out of his loneliness and she hoped a wife would help. Anna obviously had a sharp mind and was not intimidated by her brother. Indeed, Anna was going to be more than a help -- he was going to love her whether he wanted to or not. Perhaps now she could think about a marriage for herself.


    “Why did you marry me?” Anna was asking.


    “Why?” he hesitantly asked.


    “Yes, why? You are surrounded by beautiful women, yet you chose me sight unseen. There must be a reason.” Anna was concentrating on his reaction and didn’t notice the swell in the chests of the serving women when Katie repeated her words in Gaelic.


    He looked at his sister for help, but now Katie was looking down at her food and appeared to be choosing what she would eat next.


    Anna reached over and lightly covered his hand with hers. “You can tell me. I am your wife, but I hope to be your friend as well. I promise I will not be offended.”


    “I wanted sons,” he admitted finally.


    “And no other woman can give you sons?”


    He was trapped, in a way he had never felt trapped before, and there was simply no way out of it. How could he tell her he loved another? Well, it couldn’t be helped, she would find out eventually anyway. “I once saw a lass…,” he began, trying to carefully choose his words.


    “Did you think she was handsome?”


    He couldn’t help himself. “She was more than handsome, she was...” He stopped, wondering how the devil he was going to get through this.


    “Please continue; I want to know all about her.”


    “She was on a horse.”


    Anna’s heart leapt.


    Katie could hardly believe what she was seeing. Kevin was Laird over hundreds and one little woman was making him squirm like a guilty child. She glanced at the two women standing behind him and noticed they were completely enjoying Anna’s audacity, even though they couldn’t understand a word of it.


    Anna didn’t look away and didn’t move her hand, which prevented him from eating. “The lass was on a horse and what?”


    He cleared his throat and decided not to elaborate on the woman’s beauty. “It was not so much her appearance, as it was the love she and the horse shared. I have never seen anything like it.”


    “Go on.”


    “Nay, I have said quite enough. Talk of something else.”


    “Does everyone else know about this woman?”


    “Aye.”


    “Good, then I will ask one of them.”


    Kevin slumped. “What more do you wish to know?”


    “Well, what did the woman do to make you think she and the horse cared for each other?”


    “Tricks, but it was not the tricks that impressed me, it was the way she trusted him with her life. The horse could have killed her, but somehow, I knew he would not.” Once he got started, Kevin couldn’t seem to stop himself. “And she used no bridle nor signaled with her arms. Instead, she talked to him and the horse knew exactly what to do.”


    Anna finally removed her hand, relieved him of his misery, and smiled. “Thank you for explaining. We will not talk of this again.” She hoped no one could tell how fast her heart was beating. Kevin not only remembered her, he talked like a man in love. He had chosen an unseen woman, because he couldn’t have the one he really wanted. If only he knew the woman in his heart was sitting right beside him. Someday, she might just tell him.


    


    He often dreamed about the woman with the black stallion. It was a pleasant dream, filled with blue skies, wild flowers, love, hope and laughter. But this night the dream was dark, the horse was mean, the woman fell and he woke up with a start. As soon as he shook the memory out of his mind, he went to check on his wife.


    Her door was open and she wasn’t in bed. Instead, she was still dressed and standing at the window again.


    “Anna, you need to rest.”


    “I have rested most of the day. Now I need to think.”


    “Would you like my company?” She didn’t say no, so he stayed. He leaned against the wall near the window and waited for a long time before she spoke again.


    “My mother is chained to her bed.”


    “Dear...”


    Anna raised her hand to stop him. “Please, let me get this said. It is not easy for me.” She paused to collect her thoughts again, turned toward him and continued. “She tried to leave my father when Rachel was a baby, so he chains her and locks the door to her bedchamber. The only time he lets her out is to bathe. You see, he holds us captive, all of us, even the servants. When we do something that displeases him, he punishes my mother.”


    Kevin hung his head.


    “We have tried everything to save her. We even sent a plea to the king, but my father is a very clever man. He does not hurt her where it will show and if she does not obey him in front of company, he threatens to kill one of us. The king even came, believed she was fit and dismissed our plea.”


    “Was it your father who beat you?”


    She hesitated, wondering if she should admit it. Kevin was guessing, but if she said ‘no’ he would find out and hate her for lying. Besides, it was too late to stop now. “Yes.”


    “I will kill him.” He watched her carefully to judge her reaction, but she remained calm.


    “I have often vowed to do the same.” She took a deep breath, “God help me, I have thought about it far more often than is fitting for a woman.”


    “What stopped you?”


    She turned back to look out the window. “Fear. He is a strong man and if I failed, he would kill me and that could hardly help my mother and sister. Harold, the man who came here, is my dearest friend...my only friend. He once found me...” She decided not to elaborate on that. “He does not live on our estate, but when I can, I go to him. Many are the days Harold and I have plotted to kill my father. His guards will not let any man near him or Harold would gladly do it.” She shook her head in sorrow. “God will never forgive me for these evil thoughts.”


    “I have a hundred lads who would be glad to have the honor.”


    “Can your men get to him before he kills my mother?”


    “Aye, they can.”


    “If only it were that simple.”


    “Why is it not that simple?”


    “We would never find Rachel. He has given her to someone and I have searched my mind, but I cannot think who. She could be anywhere.” Anna abruptly grabbed Kevin’s arm. “Do you hate my father?”


    “I do.”


    “Why?”


    “Because he hurt you.”


    “Yes, that is exactly what he hoped. He broke no bones and my insides are not harmed. He wanted only to disfigure me enough to make you hate him.”


    “But why? I have given him no cause.”


    “I do not know. He said, but I cannot remember.” She started to bite her lower lip and hurt herself. “I suppose I should not do that for a while.”


    They were both lost in thought for several minutes before he asked, “Are you tired enough to sleep now?”


    “I believe I am.” She surprised him when she reached up on tiptoe and briefly put her bruised cheek against his. Then she let go, stood back and narrowed her eyes. “You appear to be a kind man, but so did my father once. I warn you now, no man will ever chain me to a bed.”


    He took hold of her hand. “I assure you, my followers, both lads and lasses, would never let such a thing happen. They seem to think you belong to them now.” With that, he walked out of the room, closed the door and quietly went downstairs where his pacing wouldn’t bother anyone.


    Angus was the inside sentry for the night and he soon got dizzy watching him. If Kevin wanted to talk, he would. Until then, it was Angus’ job to be on guard and to alert his laird if there was trouble outside.


    Kevin was so enraged, he wanted to tear Anna’s father apart and make him suffer before he killed him. Anna had been beaten before and probably more than once. No wonder she was so brave, she was accustomed to it. Then he remembered how she wanted more wine to dull her pain. He wanted her to eat something first, and forgot to give her more wine before she went to bed. At least, that was one mistake he could do something about. He grabbed a goblet, quickly filled it and went back up to her room. When he went in, she was trying to unbutton the top of her gown in the back. Her arms were raised, the bottom of the cut out square in her gown was touching her lower rope burn, and she was softly moaning.


    He handed her the goblet and watched her greedily drink. Then he walked behind her and began to unbutton her gown. “Do you want me to stay until you sleep? I will turn my back while you undress and get in bed.”


    She had terror in her eyes when she answered, “No.”


    He finished with her buttons and walked back around to see her face. “You promise not to fall if I leave?”


    “I promise.”


    “I meant to give you more wine earlier. Please forgive me for neglecting it and wake me if you need more.” It wasn’t easy to read her expression through all that swelling, but he thought she looked puzzled when he left. Perhaps, he was mistaken.


    He went back downstairs, poured himself some wine, drank and started to pace again. Never in his life had he heard of a woman being chained to a bed. He couldn’t think of that now, it made him too furious. Instead, he concentrated on what else Anna told him. Her father did it to make Kevin hate him. Why? What had he done? He mulled it over and over in his mind and came up with far more questions than answers.


    Then he thought about the way she put her cheek to his. Was it affection or was it gratitude? How was he supposed to know; he’d never been married before. Aside from the woman on the horse, he’d hardly wanted to be around women, except to satisfy his lust. He told himself he would talk to Katie, she would know.


    He stopped pacing, sat down at the long table, and rested his head in his hands. Why on earth did he care anyway? He only married her to have sons. Affection or gratitude shouldn’t matter in the least. No, he would not talk to Katie. Finding Rachel should be his only concern. After that, killing the scunner and freeing Anna’s mother would be easy. Still, if Anna had no idea where Rachel was, how would they find her?


    It was time to confide in his men. They were wise and maybe they would have suggestions.


    


    


    CHAPTER V


    


    The counsel of Kevin’s ten most trusted men was called for early the next morning. Instead of holding it in the great hall where they would disturb Anna’s sleep, they walked across the drawbridge and into the glen.


    Anna was not asleep. Instead, she was watching from her window and could just imagine what he was telling them. Still, she wasn’t sure until every one of them became suddenly enraged. Several of them cursed and then spit on the ground. Kevin let them vent their anger for a while longer before he put his hand up to quiet them. Then he told them the rest of it.


    Anna turned her back and moved away from the window. They knew. It was her own father who had beaten her, and now everyone would know. She was so embarrassed and humiliated, she felt sick to her stomach. Maybe she shouldn’t have told Kevin.


    Yet, she thought about it most of the night and she had no other choice. She was a good two and maybe three days away and there was nothing she could do without riding all the way back to England. Then what could she do?


    She once hid behind a tree outside the wall that encircled their estate. She loaded her bow with an arrow and she would have shot her father, but he never came out. He rarely left and never when she was outside the wall.


    Anna needed an army and it occurred to her, her husband just happened to have one. Maybe Kevin could save her mother and sister. Suddenly, she remembered something more.


    


    He noticed Anna right away. She walked into the meadow toward him with all the charm and grace of a queen. He thought maybe he should go to her to make sure she didn’t fall, but he was too late. Two of his warriors raced back to walk by her side and she thanked each of them. He patiently waited until she came closer. “Is there something you need?”


    “Yes, I need to warn you.”


    “Of what?”


    “My father means to burn your home and kill all of your people.” Thomas interpreted and most of the men grumbled something when he finished, but when she turned to look at them, they quieted.


    “Did he say when?” Thomas asked.


    She started to do her own pacing in front of her husband and the warriors got out of her way so she could. “I have been thinking about that. Father said I was to agree to marry Kevin and then wait.”


    “Wait for what?” Kevin asked.


    “I do not know. He said that if I were a good girl, he would see that I was not killed and I could go back home. The wedding was not supposed to be until next week and only Harold knows we are already married.”


    Thomas cleared his throat and got her attention. “Everyone knows now, Milady. We delayed the feast and sent word to all the clans.”


    “I see.” She turned again to her husband. “Tell me, why did you marry me so quickly?”


    He wasn’t about to tell her the truth. “I wanted to keep you safe.”


    “This you could not do without marrying me?”


    Thomas came to his laird’s rescue. “Aye, but you are safer still now that you are his wife. The other clans will not dare harm you.” He prayed she would accept that explanation.


    Anna lightly rubbed her forehead. “I believe you spoiled my father’s plans and who knows what he will do now. I was not told to marry you. I was told to go to your home, simply agree to marry you and then wait. Wait for what? The day of our wedding when you would be distracted and your defenses would be down?”


    “Aye, but our defenses are never down,” Kevin said.


    Justin, Kevin’s third in command who also spoke English, had been quiet the whole time and even now, he remained thoughtful before he spoke. “Did you say, Milady, that your father wanted us to hate him?”


    “I did.”


    “Perhaps he means to draw us out.”


    “How?” Kevin asked.


    Anna caught her breath, “Rachel...he means to use Rachel. He knows I will try to save her and if he kills me, you would...”


    Kevin suddenly took her elbow and turned her to him. “Do not say such a thing. I will not let anyone kill you.”


    “I am not convinced you can stop him. He holds favor with the king and tells his lies very well. He might convince the King of England to fight you.”


    “You will not die!”


    She was surprised by his reaction. If he loved her, she wouldn’t have been surprised at all, but he loved the woman on the horse. It must be his pride. All men were filled with pride and his pride was certainly not going to let her die without a fight, just as she would not let her sister die either, though she couldn’t think how to prevent it. Kevin’s voice broke into her thoughts.


    “Anna, is that all of it?”


    She moved away and began to pace again. “It is so difficult to remember. Please allow me a moment to think.” She walked back and forth twice more before she stopped. “He talked of revenge, but not at you. That’s right, he said your father tricked him and he has not forgotten.”


    Kevin raised his voice and nearly shouted at her, “My father has been dead these seven years. What could he have done?”


    Instead of being frightened by his tone, she was suddenly frustrated, and was about to run her fingers through her hair, when she remembered the scarf and quickly lowered her hand. She started to pace again. “I do not know, Kevin. I remember the soldiers holding me, and father cutting my hair with his dagger. Then he thought to cut my face so I would have an unsightly scar.”


    Anna quickly went on, “I was concentrating on which way to turn my head, and it was not an easy decision. If I moved my head too far, he would cut my throat. He must have changed his mind. I wasn’t prepared for his fist and I do not remember all this bruising. I must have passed out.”


    “She is tired, Kevin,” Thomas whispered. “We have hounded the poor lass enough. I will take her back.”


    “Nay, I will take her back. I should not have yelled at her.”


    “Aye, you should not have. The women might poison your food if you do it again.”


    


    She was finally alone again in her bedchamber and it was over. She’d told Kevin everything she could remember and fretting wasn’t going to help. If only she could figure out where her father had hidden Rachel, and dear God, was her mother still alive? Her father had no reason to spare her now that Anna had done what he wanted. She thought about getting down on her knees to pray, but it would be too painful.


    What she feared almost as much as losing her mother and sister was the thought of a battle. She might lose even more if it came to that, she had only just found Kevin and she could not bear the thought of him dying because of her. Exhausted, she couldn’t think any more, so she curled up on her bed and fell asleep.


    


    By the time Kevin returned to his counsel, the men were pondering the inevitable questions: What had Kevin’s father done to make Baron Stoneham want revenge? And why now?


    “Perhaps he waited until Anna was old enough to marry?” Thomas suggested.


    Clymer asked, “How old do you think she is?”


    “I did not bother to ask,” Kevin admitted. He’d really made a mess of everything. She had the body and the mind of a woman, but without seeing her face there was no way to even guess how old she was.


    Thomas said, “More likely, the scunner just thought of his plan. A lad with revenge in his heart often waits for the best possible time to strike. He heard you wanted a wife and that began it.”


    “We must ask the elders what your father did to the scunner. They would know.” Justin appreciated the nods from the other men.


    “Aye, but most of our elders died in the plague and more have died since,” Kevin reminded them. It was another mountain to climb and all of them tried to think whom they could ask. Perhaps someone in another clan remembered.


    “Athena did not die,” Thomas muttered.


    


    Kevin headed back to the hold, crossed the bridge and then turned up the path to the cottages. Athena had been one of his mother’s closest friends and still mourned the loss. He would try not to upset her; at least that was his plan.


    She was indeed an elder, though she was barely over forty-five. With wars, childbirth and sickness, it could be a harsh life in the Highlands and more than a few women were lost because of it. He knocked lightly on her door and waited for her to answer. She was a tall woman with long dark hair braided down the middle of her back. She was obviously pleased to see him until she thought of something and her smile faded.


    “What is it?” He left the door open and the other men outside.


    “Your mother would weep over what has happened to your wife.”


    He knew if he gave in to her desire to talk about his mother, all hope of a quick conversation would be lost. “Athena, I need your help. There is a lad by the name of Stoneham who...”


    “Is that scunner still alive?” She plopped herself down in a chair and folded her arms in a huff.


    “You know him?” He could see the ire in her eyes and started to be concerned about her health.


    “Stoneham is not his real name, ‘tis MacGreagor.”


    Kevin couldn’t believe his ears. At length, he sat down and put his head in his hands. “My wife is Stoneham’s daughter.” The woman beside him didn’t say a word, so he slowly raised his head to see her face.


    Athena was lost in her memories and it took her a moment to react, “She is fortunate to be alive.”


    “Aye, she is. Tell me all of it, Athena, the lad has sworn his revenge and means to attack.”


    She scoffed then. “He does not have the courage to attack us. He is a coward.”


    “He told Anna my father tricked him. Do you know what happened?”


    “I do.” Athena had to think where to begin and it took several moments. “Stoneham was one of your father’s most trusted men. He was a mean scunner and everyone knew it except your father, God rest his soul.”


    Kevin feared she would start mourning his father so he hurried on. “Did my father find out his true nature?”


    “Aye. One night Stoneham beat his wife and thought he had killed her. He knew your father would kill him and he had to think of something fast. The moat and the walls were just started and it was easy for a lad to slip past the guards. He carried her into the woods and left her for the animals to feed on. The next day, he claimed she had wandered off in the night but he didn’t know she...”


    “She what?”


    Athena looked tortured when she grasped his hand as though she needed his strength. “She crawled on her belly. One of her legs and one arm was broken, but she was determined not to let him get away with it. So she crawled nearly all night. Just after sunrise, one of the guards found her. She begged the guard not to sound the alarm and go get your father instead. The guard took pity on her and did as she asked.”


    Kevin moved his chair closer and put his arm around her shoulders. He could see she was ready to collapse and he wasn’t going to let that happen, at least not until he heard it all.


    “Your father was so furious he could hardly stand on his own two feet. He carried her inside the Keep, woke your mother and put the lass in his very own bed. By then she had blessedly passed out.”


    “But how did father trick Stoneham?”


    “He pretended he had not found her and when Stoneham reported his wife missing, he believed your father’s lads were scouring the land looking for her. Your father returned with a scrap of cloth wrapped around a fresh bone and when Stoneham looked relieved, your father no longer had any doubts. He would have struck him dead right then, but he wanted the clan to see so others would remember.”


    “I have heard this story.”


    “Aye, you have. Your father whipped Stoneham in the glen until he admitted he had beaten the lass. Then he put his sword through the lad’s stomach.”


    “But he did not kill him.”


    “Nay, he wanted Stoneham to suffer, left him alone in the glen and assumed he would die a slow, painful death in the night. It was a mistake. The next morning, Stoneham was gone and so were three other lads your father thought were loyal. His true followers hunted them down and killed the other three, but Stoneham’s mother was English and he found sanctuary with her family. It was his mother’s name he took.”


    Kevin gently encouraged her to put her head on his shoulder before he asked, “Are you the lass?” He wondered if she would cry, but she only nodded. He let her rest for a moment more and then the time came to tell her what the problem was. “Stoneham has chained Anna’s mother to her bed.” Kevin had never seen such fury in a woman.


    She leapt out of her chair, grabbed her sword and started out the door. “I will kill the scunner myself!”


    He quickly grabbed her around the waist and hauled her back inside. “I will be happy to save you the trouble.”


    As Kevin left Athena’s cottage, his jaw was clenched tight when he started to speak to his men, “A MacGreagor did this to my wife. My father should have killed him outright, but he did not and Anna pays for it. I will not make the same mistake!”


    


    


    CHAPTER VI


    


    In the beginning, Kevin had not planned to spend so much time with a wife. Nevertheless, she was his wife and he thought she would be furious in the morning, when she learned he left without her. She might be even more upset when her guards wouldn’t let her leave, even to ride a horse when she was able. Furthermore, he was worried she would break away from her guard and ride all the way back to England alone. All manner of horrible things could happen to her, he didn’t want that on his conscience too, and asked everyone to keep a close eye on her.


    After their evening meal, he asked if she would enjoy another walk and she quickly agreed. Anna was still wearing the gown with the open back, but she walked much better and seemed far more cheerful.


    She let him take her hand even though she was certain she wouldn’t fall, and they turned up a different path. The cool air felt good on her back but the warmth of his hand felt even better. They were halfway up the slight incline when she stopped to look at the stars. “I love the stars. Perhaps someday we might sleep outside.”


    “You would not mind?”


    “Heavens no, I love the outdoors and if you are with me, I will have nothing to fear.”


    “Except me.”


    “Aye.”


    He liked her honesty. “Are you afraid of what will happen when we consummate our marriage?”


    “I was only allowed to spend a few hours with my mother and we did not talk of it much. I am afraid I know very little. Is it the same as horses?”


    “In a way, but it is far more enjoyable for people.”


    “It does not look enjoyable.” She turned away and started walking again. “I would ask Katie, but she is unmarried.”


    “My sister’s husband was lost at sea.”


    Anna was surprised. “She never said a word.”


    “I do not think she liked him much. She told me he was dull witted.”


    “I see, then I will ask Katie.”


    “Would you rather ask me?”


    It took Anna a full minute to mull it over in her mind. “I have heard it is very pleasing for a lad.”


    “‘Tis pleasing for a lass, as well.”


    She was sure that wasn’t true and swore she wasn’t ever going to find out. Still, touching him was pleasing. In fact, she could hardly keep from touching him. “Have you any duties in mind for me? I have helped in my father’s house, but I was not very good at it. Besides, I am sure things are done differently here. I do not want to disappoint you, but...”


    He stopped walking and waited until she turned to him. “Anna, I will not be disappointed. You are our mistress now and you can have and do anything you like. You can plant flowers, move the furniture, order different food or throw everything out the window. You will please me when you make this your home.” For a second he was worried about the sparkle in her eye and wondered if she really would throw everything out the window.


    “I may have anything I like?”


    He hesitated. “What is it?”


    “I would like you to hold me.”


    He was relieved. At least that request he could easily agree to. “I will hold you whenever you like.”


    “I would like it now.” She caught the look on his face and decided he found the idea repulsive, so she started to walk on. He didn’t join her and wouldn’t let go of her hand, so she was forced to turn and face him.


    “Where precisely can I touch you without hurting you?”


    “Oh that, I thought you did not want to.”


    “I want to very much.”


    “You are right, of course, it would be painful.” She started walking again and he easily caught up. Then she stopped and turned to him. “When you were bringing me here on your horse and I rested my head against your chest, I could hear your heart and it comforted me somehow. Even the sound of your voice gave me peace. I think about that and try to understand it.”


    “Perhaps you would have felt the same with any lad.”


    “I did not feel the same when Thomas held me. He was very kind, but I did not feel the same. With you, I felt safe. Do you think it odd?”


    He thought about his strange need to hold her when he first saw her. “‘Tis not odd at all, I am your husband, and I want you to feel safe.”


    “Then may I hear your heart now?”


    “The same way as before?” When she nodded, he slowly pulled the length of plaid off his shoulder and opened his shirt. He put the palm of her hand on his chest and covered it with his. Then with his other hand, he cupped the back of her head and slowly drew her to him.


    At last, she was close to him again. She put her ear against his chest, closed her eyes and listened to the peaceful, steady rhythm of his heartbeat. Yet that was not all, now that she knew who he was, she loved the feel of his touch and his warmth so much more. Without realizing what she was doing, she wrapped her other arm around him.


    Not two hours before, he had been filled with more rage than he could possibly endure. Yet having her so close seemed to wash away his rage and he thought only of the way her touch felt. He wanted to hold her even closer and thought of the day he could without hurting her. Then he felt her arm go around him, so he put his cheek against the top of her head and closed his eyes. Maybe he needed her touch as much as she needed his. When she moved closer still and her body was against his, it was all he could do to keep from holding her the way he really wanted to.


    Anna didn’t want to move away and was glad he didn’t make her. She couldn’t remember a time when she felt so content. Was this love? She hoped so; she hoped so very much.


    He had a feeling he would remember this and didn’t have the faintest idea why. It was the kind of tender moment he had never experienced before with a woman. Was it because she was so vulnerable and he had a duty to protect her? Or was it something else? He wondered, if only for a second, if he was beginning to love her. He didn’t want her to, but when she started to pull away, he let go.


    They walked further than they had the day before and she didn’t get tired as quickly, but when they turned back, she was glad of it. Perhaps she was expecting too much too soon as Katie suggested. They didn’t talk much on the way back either, but she was content just to be near him. He had given her permission to touch him whenever she wanted and her heart was pounding with excitement and joy. She would touch him, she would even kiss him -- but that was all.


    He heard her let out a long sigh. “Why do you sigh?”


    “I just realized I have shared my burden with you.”


    “Nay, you have given your burden to me.”


    “If that were so, I would not still have a heavy heart.”


    He realized she was right. “When Thomas found you, why did you want to die?”


    “There were two reasons. First, I thought if I was dead, my father’s plan would be useless, and he would have no reason to kill my mother or my sister.”


    “And second?”


    “Father told me you were a cruel man who would kill me and never love me. I was dead either way … or so I thought.”


    “Do you still believe him?”


    “I do not believe you intend to kill me, but...”


    “But what?”


    She had to turn away so he wouldn’t see the twinkle in her eye. “You might find me pleasing someday, but you will never love me.”


    His heart sank. He should never have told her about the woman on the horse. What kind of man would give his wife no hope of ever being loved? Katie said he already did love her and he had to admit he enjoyed her touch and her company very much. She seemed so open and free with him. Even now, she was able to tell him what she felt. Yes, he might learn to love Anna, but how the hell was he going to get the other woman out of his heart?


    


    When they got back inside, he took the time to show her where everything was and then walked her to her bedchamber.


    Kevin leaned down and kissed her forehead. “Good night. Wake me if you need anything.”


    “Kevin?”


    “What is it?”


    She looked into his eyes and if she could have, she would have looked into his soul. What she was about to say was important to her and she wanted him to remember. “When you kill my father, tell him it is from me.”


    He studied both her eyes and her words. “You know we are leaving? Who told you?”


    “No one.” She turned, walked to the bed and sat down. “It is the only way. If you wait until he uses Rachel to draw you out, he will have the advantage.”


    He was quick to sit down on the bed beside her and take both of her hands in his. “As soon as you told me it was your father, I sent lads to watch him. He may well lead them to Rachel. Try not to worry.”


    “I will try.”


    “Good. I will be pleased if you use this time to take good care of yourself and get well. I expect a healthy wife when I return.” He kissed her forehead again and got up. Just as he closed the door, he heard her whisper, “Come back to me, Kevin MacGreagor.”


    He stood outside her door for a while and then went back in. He took her hands and pulled her to her feet. “Listen to my heart and hear my words.” He placed his hands the same as before and waited until she rested against him. “Remember the feel of this and be comforted while I am gone.” He closed his eyes and memorized it as well.


    She stayed close, but this time she felt something deeper than comfort and safety. It was more even than the excitement of being near him. She loved this man.


    When she started to pull away, he said, “I will come back to you, I give you my pledge.”


    


    It was early in the morning when Baron Stoneham locked the bedchamber door, slipped the key into his belt, and went down the stairs. He had just entered the dining room for his morning meal when he stopped dead. Three giant Highlanders stood beside the table with their arms folded across their chests. He quickly looked around for his two-man guard and found them slumped in the corner, unarmed and unmoving. The woman servant still held a platter of pastries in her hand ,and looked as though she were going to pass out from fright at any moment.


    “How the devil did you get in here?” Stoneham demanded but none of them answered. “Which of you is Kevin MacGreagor?” Still none of them answered so he tried again in Gaelic. It didn’t help, so he thought of another approach. “I assume you got my gift. You were pleased, of course. If I were you, I would kill her, she is worthless.”


    It was all Kevin could do to control himself. The man before him was indeed a MacGreagor, just as large and just as intimidating as any Highlander could be. He wanted to kill Stoneham with his bare hands and do it now. Instead, he nodded.


    The baron couldn’t quite believe his eyes when the woman stepped out from behind Kevin. “Athena?”


    “I am surprised you remember me,” she said in her native tongue. “You left me without children.”


    He laughed. Then he slowly looked her up and down as though he were undressing her with his eyes. She was still a vision of beauty even at her age. “I could give you one now.”


    Kevin could feel the tension rising in both Thomas and Clymer, so he shifted his weight just a little to calm them. Both men eased.


    Athena pretended not to mind what he was doing. Instead, she gave Stoneham a once over with her eyes as well until they rested on the slight bulge in his belt. She looked up and smiled seductively. It made him do exactly what she wanted and when he reached out and pulled her to him, she slipped her hand in his belt and got the key. Her other hand went to his crotch and painfully grabbed hold to remind him what she was capable of. He instantly released her and pushed her back.


    Athena laughed at the giant she once called husband and folded her arms to show she wasn’t one bit afraid of him. “Aye, you could give me a child. I will have Rachel.”


    He didn’t look at all surprised. “So the filthy girl told you about her sister.” He shifted his attention then to the one he assumed was Kevin -- the one in the middle. “We have been expecting you. I hope you brought an army, you will need one.”


    The woman servant couldn’t understand a word they said, but she did recognize Rachel’s name. She couldn’t help herself when she looked at the Highlander nearest her and asked, “Anna?”


    “Silence,” the Baron roared.


    For the first time in years, she ignored him and asked again. “Anna?” She stared at Thomas hoping for some sign that Anna was alive. When she didn’t get it, she caught her breath. “Dear God, she is dead.”


    “She is not dead,” Kevin finally said in perfect English.


    The Baron dared to smile. “Of course not. If she were, she would not have been able to tell him about Rachel.”


    “I will have Rachel,” Athena demand.


    He started to slap Athena aside when all three giants took a step forward at the same time. They were a little too close for comfort now and he reached for his sword. Then he thought better of it and folded his arms. “Rachel means nothing to me, nor does Anna, I only wanted a son. You may have them both -- if you can find Rachel.”


    Athena turned toward Kevin and gave him a slight nod. Then she walked to the woman servant, took the platter of pastries out of her hand and set it down on the table. The servant was more than willing to follow Athena out of the room, although she made a wide berth around the Baron to keep out of his reach.


    


    Upstairs, Anna’s mother was dressed. She didn’t really know why she bothered since she would not be bathing or seeing either one of her daughters today. Yet it was her habit, so she took care to wash her face and brush her hair. Her hair wasn’t as dark as Anna’s and they didn’t look a lot alike, but it was obvious Anna had her blue eyes.


    There was one big difference. Anna’s mother had hideous scars, especially the one around her ankle where the chain and the lock often rubbed against it. At least the chain was long enough to allow her to walk about the room. It was the only exercise she was allowed.


    She heard loud voices downstairs, grabbed the chain and rushed to the window to see if anyone was there. The courtyard was empty. In fact, it was uncommonly empty of even her husband’s guards or their mounts. The baron must have sent them away, she thought, but Catherin hadn’t heard it. Next, she looked up the hill. Sometimes Harold would wave from there and she would wave back to signal she was well. He wasn’t there. She wondered what he would do if ever she didn’t wave back.


    She tried to listen to the voices, but the sounds were muffled and she couldn’t make out but a few words. Then she heard a woman say something about Rachel. Catherin was suddenly terrified and covered her mouth to keep from crying out. She thought she had already accepted the idea that both her daughters were dead, but in truth, she wasn’t prepared at all.


    It surprised her when she heard the key go in the lock and saw the door handle turn. She held her breath and watched as the door slowly opened, but it wasn’t her husband as she expected. Instead, a tall woman wearing a plaid stepped inside and raised a finger to her mouth to signal she should remain quiet.


    Behind the woman stood a large man wearing a matching kilt and a white shirt. He watched her for a moment and then took a step inside. He paused to make sure she wasn’t going to get upset and once he was assured, he walked to her and smiled.


    His interest seemed to be in the chain, Catherin realized, and when he reached out his hand, she gave him the part she held in her hand. His eyes were kind, and when he took her elbow and urged her to move closer to the bed, she went willingly. The man let go of her arm and took hold of the chain with both hands. To her amazement, he flexed the muscles in his arms and easily pulled one of the links apart. She and Anna had tried to do just that countless times and couldn’t get it to budge.


    Suddenly, she was free, filled with overwhelming joy, and started to speak, but the woman reminded her to be quiet. The man handed the end of the chain back to her, leaned down and scooped her up in his arms. As quiet as a mouse, they slipped down the stairs, through the sitting room and out the front door. He continued to carry her across the courtyard and she was so grateful, she wrapped her arm around him and kissed the side of his neck. Justin smiled. He carried her through the gate, around the corner and further still, before he finally stopped and put her down.


    Anna’s mother had tears in her eyes and she could barely see the man standing before her. It wasn’t until she spotted the crown on his head that she realized it was the King of England. She tried to curtsy, but he took hold of her arm and wouldn’t let her.


    “Catherin, how will you ever forgive me?” The king took the chain out of her hand, knelt down and raised her skirt just enough to see her ankle. He grimaced, closed his eyes, and swore under his breath. It took him a moment to realize the woman from the Highlands was handing him a key. As quickly as he could, he opened the lock and let the chain fall away.


    “My daughters?” Catherin asked, wiping the tears off her cheeks with the hem of her skirt.


    “We have not yet found Rachel, but we will. My men will search every house until they find her.” He stood up, patted her arm and smiled. “Anna is fine.”


    “He beat her, I heard him.”


    “I know, but she is healing.”


    


    Kevin knew he wasn’t going to get Rachel’s location from the scunner, so he let Stoneham stand there, threatening and insulting everyone and everything he could think of. Kevin wasn’t even listening. He could still hear Anna’s words -- If I moved my head too far, he would cut my throat. -- The thought of how frightened she must have been made Kevin’s blood boil. Then he forced himself to remember the feel of her head on his chest so he could calm down.


    Stoneham seemed to be convinced he could handle all three men without breaking a sweat. Kevin would have liked proving him wrong, but he promised the king he wouldn’t kill the man -- at least not yet.


    “Stoneham,” the voice behind him boomed.


    Stoneham spun around. “Your Majesty?” He started to bow, but the king shoved him aside and walked into the dining room. Behind Stoneham, ten of the king’s well-armed men stood with swords drawn glaring at him and the color began to drain out of Stoneham’s arrogant face.


    The king walked to the Highlanders and turned to face Stoneham. Had he realized how puny he looked next to the giants, he would have reconsidered. “Something quite remarkable has happened,” the king began, “I seemed to have misplaced two full count of men and do you know where I found them? Right here surrounding your property. They were under the mistaken belief I had ordered them to protect you from an expected MacGreagor attack.”


    Stoneham was starting to get nervous and the king was glad of it when he walked around the Highlanders to the window, looked out and then turned back to face him. “I sent them away. Would you like to see for yourself?” Stoneham didn’t move. “I thought not. Thank God, I will not have that worry. A war with the Highlands is not something I would enjoy just now. When you are dead, I must remember to give this property to a more sensible man.”


    The king retraced his steps, noticed the glare Stoneham was giving Kevin and the one Kevin was returning. “Should I let the MacGreagor have you? I hear his father let you live, but I doubt the son will be so generous. By the way, you have committed bigamy. The church frowns on bigamy, you know. I met your first wife a few days ago and she has impressed me greatly.


    Would you believe she walked right into my court unattended and when one of my guards tried to stop her, she broke his arm? I was forced to hear what she had to say while I still had a command left. I am thinking of asking her to teach my men a thing or two and perhaps help us improve our Gaelic.”


    “She is not my wife, she is a liar,” Stoneham muttered.


    “I see.” The king spotted the pastries on the table and walked over to examine them. “Invite your other wife to join us. She is a lovely woman and I would enjoy having tea and a pastry with her. As I recall, she has a smile that can make the birds sing.”


    “She is...unwell.”


    “Oh, I doubt that. Call up to her and see if she will come down.” When Stoneham stalled, the king called up instead. “Catherin, I demand you come down at once!”


    She didn’t hesitate for a moment. Catherin went back inside, threaded her way through the king’s guard, walked into the room and turned to face her husband. Athena was right behind her and with as much hate in her eyes as she could manage, Athena dropped the lock and chain at Stoneham’s feet.


    The king broke off a bite of pastry, savored the taste and swallowed. “Tell me, Stoneham, to which of these lovely ladies should I give the pleasure of cutting you in half?”


    


    


    CHAPTER VII


    


    When it was time to leave, Kevin asked Catherin if she wanted to go with them, but she seemed unwilling to answer. Instead, she whispered to Athena…she wanted to see Anna, but she didn’t want to go back upstairs to get her things. Athena understood and did it for her. Then, when Athena announced she was going with the King to find Rachel, Catherin was so used to being told what to do, she didn’t demand to go with them.


    The king, on the other hand, wasn’t so sure taking Athena was a good idea. He didn’t want a war with the Highlanders and couldn’t be sure he wouldn’t do or say something to offend her. But Athena was having none of it and stood with her hands on her hips glaring at him. The king shot Kevin a silent plea for help, but Kevin only shrugged. Finally, the king gave in.


    


    The two men agreed on a place in the forest where the Highlanders and Catherin would wait, and it had already been three days. Kevin hadn’t brought an army with him. Instead, he only brought three men, plus the two he sent earlier to watch Stoneham, and there wasn’t much to do. A couple of the men caught fish in a pond, which provided them with plenty to eat. The men practiced their warrior skills in the small clearing, and then told stories around the fire at night. They were careful to speak in their native language. Some of the stories were unfit for the ears of a lady.


    Kevin kept a close eye on Catherin, but tried not to let her know. She seemed to want to see and touch everything, just as Anna had and she rarely spoke. The first night, she looked at the stars for so long, he thought she would never rest. The next morning, she got up and walked fully dressed right into the pond. He was ready to hurry in after her, but she knew how to swim quite well and didn’t go too far out. She played in the water like a child, swimming, backstroking and even floating.


    It was Justin who pulled the chain apart and he felt a desire to see to her, so he grabbed her bundle of things and took them to the pond. Then he set the bundle down and hung a plaid over the low branch of a tree so she could have privacy when she dressed.


    The King was right. When she smiled at Justin, Kevin thought she really could make the birds sing. He wondered if his wife had the same smile. In fact, if she looked at all like her mother after her face healed, he would be very pleased. He left the pond, sat down with his back against a tree and closed his eyes. Would she really be glad her father was dead? He was her father, after all. Would she want the details of how he died? He hoped not, it was a gruesome affair. Most importantly, was she thinking about Kevin too? He remembered every moment he spent with her from the time he lifted her out of Thomas' arms, to the last moment when she listened to his heart. Suddenly, he opened his eyes. The whole time he’d been away, he’d actually been thinking about his wife and not the woman on the horse.


    


    The second day, Catherin told Justin she wanted to bathe properly, so he arranged her privacy. He wasn’t worried any of the men would look. None of them wanted to see the scars the scunner probably left on her. The second night, she slept like a baby. The third day, she talked more and worried more. What if they couldn’t find Rachel?


    Justin tried to ease her fears, but wasn’t very successful. Then he found a soft piece of wood, sat down on a rock, took out his dagger and began to carve. The longer he worked, the more fascinated she became and before long, she was sitting on another rock not far from him.


    Kevin found a second piece of wood and handed it to her. Then he offered her his dagger. She stared at the dagger for a long moment, decided it would be all right, took it from him and tried to learn how to carve.


    The first time she made a mistake, she looked terrified. Yet Justin only laughed, so she finally relaxed and smiled. Every once in a while she would make what she thought was another mistake, look at Justin’s reaction and smile when he laughed, putting a smile on all their faces.


    In the afternoon, Kevin went to the pond to wash up and when he came back, Catherin was in a deep discussion with Justin. She was whispering and Justin kept shaking his head. “What is it?”


    “She wants to ask about Anna, but she is afraid. I keep telling her there is nothing to be afraid of. She says Stoneham would not let her ask about either of her daughters.”


    “But why does she imagine we are the same?”


    “She knows her husband was a MacGreagor.”


    Kevin took a deep breath and slowly let it out. He untied a leather pouch from his belt, reached in, felt for what he wanted and withdrew a closed fist. Next, he sat down on the ground in front of her. “Catherin, give me your hand.” She looked like she had just been struck by lightning and he had to tell her three times before she obeyed.


    When she finally reached out, he turned her palm up and dropped a beautiful blue stone into her hand. Then he closed her hand and held it between both of his. “This stone belonged to my mother and she told me these words: ‘God condemns the soul of a lad who hurts a woman or a child.’ If any lad hurts you ever again, you are to give this stone back to me and I will kill him. Do you understand?” He waited for her slow nod and then released her hand. Then he stretched out on the grass and began, “I will not lie, Anna was badly beaten and we thought she would die.” He saw Catherin grimace when he began to tell her the extent of Anna’s injuries, but it was better than letting her believe the beating was far worse.


    


    In the Keep, Anna was healing and becoming more attractive by the minute. She often went outside for a walk and when she didn’t seem to want company, Katie watched her from the window. Every once in a while, Anna would walk to the closed drawbridge, and then just stand there looking at it. Kevin wanted her kept inside, but saying no to Anna was the hardest thing Katie ever had to do. She decided if Anna looked like she was going to climb the wall, she would take her out and face her brother’s ire later.


    


    Be sensible, Anna told herself. Kevin was trying to protect her, not imprison her. For days, no one had come or gone except small hunting parties and men hauling water from the moat. She reasoned, if she were imprisoned, so were the rest of them, and they didn’t seem to mind. Kevin told her she could only go out when it was safe. Did that mean her father had gained an army somehow and was heading this way? Surely, someone would have told her if that were true. Then why was the bridge always up? Try as she might, she could not help but feel she was a prisoner again.


    She decided to continue her walk before someone thought she was daft. How many times had she stood in front of her father’s courtyard gate trying to will it to open so she could ride Threcher? The older she got the less often it opened.


    She thought about planting flowers around the Keep. That was something else she wasn’t allowed to do at home. In fact, there were no plants or flowers anywhere in the manor. She didn’t know how to plant flowers and every time she asked someone in the hold to show her how to do something, they did it for her. It seemed like they wanted her to be utterly useless and it annoyed her.


    She was suddenly standing there looking at the bridge again and Katie was right beside her. She didn’t mean to sound angry, but she couldn’t seem to help it. “What could be taking so long?”


    “It has only been a few days.”


    “Thirteen miserable, frustrating days. I thought I could survive anything, but I am not so sure anymore. I am as worried about Kevin and the men, as I am about my mother and sister. Sometimes, I do not want to love your brother, it is too painful.”


    Katie smiled. “You might not feel that way once you discover all his faults.”


    “Such as?”


    “Well, he snores when he is too tired.”


    “I will not be bothered. I do not intend to sleep in the same room.”


    “I see.” Katie wasn’t sure how to handle this situation. “Are you afraid of him?”


    “A little. I do not want to...my mother sometimes...”


    “Come, we will sit on the steps. ‘Tis a beautiful day and we must enjoy it before the rains come.” Katie led the way and waited until they both got comfortable on the steps. “My brother is a good lad. He blames himself for what happened to you and he will not force you into his bed.”


    “Good.”


    “Anna...”


    “How many people has Kevin killed?”


    Her question caught Katie completely off guard. “I do not know. Our lads never tell us such things and the women are wise enough not to ask. MacGreagors do not find pleasure in killing for any reason, and often need time to accept what they have done. When a lass asks, her husband may leave and not come home for days.”


    “Have you ever seen Kevin kill someone?”


    “Someone? Kevin has never killed a lass in his life. I have only seen him kill one lad and the lad deserved to die. He was torturing animals. We kill animals when we need the meat, but we do not torture anything or anyone. Kevin warned him not to do it three times, but the lad disobeyed.”


    “Did Kevin believe the man would torture more than animals?”


    “Aye, he did. There is an evil in some lads. Our father told of a man our grandfather allowed to live, and the lad tortured and murdered seven people before he was put to death.”


    “Does God approve the death of such a man?”


    “I am certain he does.”


    Anna watched a flock of birds fly over and wished she were among them. She wanted out and it was driving her mad, so she wrapped her arms tightly around her knees.


    Katie could see her tension and tried to think of ways to distract her. “Anna, do you want children?”


    “I do not know, I have not thought about that. I suppose all lasses want children someday.”


    “When a lass loves a lad, it is natural to want to give him children. We give our lads a happy home and children. In return, the lads protect us and see that we are fed.”


    “When they are not snoring, you mean.”


    Katie smiled. “Aye, when they are not snoring. A wise lass gets her lad to turn over so he does not snore.”


    “How could I do that? Kevin is too big.”


    “When he comes home, I will show you where to poke him.”


    “Did your husband snore?”


    Katie looped her arm through Anna’s and grinned. “He snored so loudly, he scared a wild boar away.” Just as she hoped, it seemed to lighten Anna’s mood. “He also made strange sounds when he ate. Had I known, I would never have married him. It was so unpleasant, I could not eat myself and I was feather thin by the end of our six months of marriage. My husband was lost at sea and when there was no hope of finding him, I came home. You will never guess what Kevin did when he saw me so thin.”


    “What?”


    “He was very young at the time, brought me three bowls of food and demanded I eat them all.” Katie got up and pulled Anna to her feet. “Walk with me. Emily had her baby a month ago and I have not yet seen it.”


    “The children do not like me. I see them when I walk, but they do not come near.”


    “Their mothers have forbidden it.”


    “Why?”


    Katie led Anna around the corner of the Keep and chose the nearest path. She wondered why she hadn’t thought of it before; let the children keep Anna occupied. “The mothers were afraid one would hurt you. Shall we tell them you are well enough now?”


    Anna’s eyes lit up.


    As soon as they neared Emily’s cottage, the door opened and Emily welcomed them inside. Her cottage was neat and clean with simple furnishings, including one bed for her children, one for the adults and a table and chairs. She spoke in Gaelic and Katie interpreted. “Emily is honored to have you in her home. She wants to know if you would like to hold her baby.”


    “I do not know how.” Anna confessed.


    “Did you not hold your little sister?”


    “No, I was not allowed.”


    Katie explained it to Emily, who quickly pulled a chair away from the table and urged Anna to sit down. The box the baby slept in was made of strong sticks securely tied together with strips of leather. She lifted her child out of the box and carefully placed her in Anna’s arms.


    Anna beamed and leaned down to put her cheek next to the baby’s cheek. It was the softest thing she had ever felt and she closed her eyes to savor the feeling. Then two little boys ran in, saw Anna and abruptly stopped. She handed the baby back to her mother and motioned for the boys to come. Each looked to their mother for permission and once she nodded, they ran to her. Anna was surprised when they wanted to touch her face. It was as though they needed to be sure it did not still hurt, and when the smallest one poked her cheek, she poked his back. That made him laugh.


    “There now,” Katie said. “By nightfall, all the mothers will know, the place will be crawling with children again and they will all want to poke your face.”


    “I will love it.”


    


    It was a true blessing. Every time Anna went out to walk, the children gathered around. They poked her at first, but she knew games and tricks they had never seen before and they were fascinated. Once when Katie looked out the window, Anna was flat on the ground with laughing children crawling all over her and Katie couldn’t wait to tell Kevin --his wife doesn’t know it, but she wants children.


    


    


    CHAPTER VIII


    


    Word finally came by way of one of the king’s soldiers; they finally found Rachel. The Highlanders gathered their things, prepared the horses and were standing near the clearing watching Catherin pace back and forth.


    Justin leaned close to Kevin, “How long should I wait before I marry her?”


    Kevin looked surprised. “You prefer her?”

  


  
    “Are you daft? Every unmarried lad in the clan will want her.”


    “Then ‘tis a good thing you have the advantage.”


    “What advantage?”


    “It was you who saved her and it is you she talks to.” Catherin was pacing faster now and Kevin could only guess how hard it was for her to wait. “It will please my wife if her mother and sister live with us.”


    “Aye. How old do you think Catherin is?”


    Kevin smiled, “I do not even know how old Anna is, but I would guess Stoneham took Catherin when she was very young.”


    Finally, Athena walked into the clearing with a child in her arms. Catherin screeched, began to run and as soon as Athena let Rachel down, the child turned and ran into her mother’s arms.


    Behind Athena, the King of England sat on his horse watching. He got down when Athena walked back to him and was surprised when the woman boldly kissed his cheek. Grinning, he got back on his mount, returned Kevin’s nod of appreciation and rode away.


    On the other side of Kevin, Thomas sighed. “It warms my heart to see such joy. Do you want me to ride ahead and tell your wife we are bringing them with us?”


    “Nay, I wish to surprise her.”


    


    Kevin and his warriors had been gone for most of three weeks when they finally neared the Keep. He told Justin to hide Catherin and Rachel in the trees so he could sneak them in later. Catherin didn’t look happy about that idea, but she didn’t make a fuss.


    The men were tired, hungry and wanted to see their families. Instead of being inside the wall, the women, children and most of the guards were standing on the crest watching something in the meadow. Kevin almost didn’t go see what it was, but when his men headed over and the crowd laughed, it piqued his curiosity.


    As soon as he swung down off his horse, Katie ran to him. “You are not going to believe this!” She grabbed his arm and was practically dragging him when he came to a sudden halt.


    There she was. The horse was as big as he remembered and the woman was even more beautiful. She was wearing the same skirt with her purple tunic, belt and medallion. The only thing different was the white ruffled nightcap on her head and this time she carried no bow and arrows.


    The woman slid off the horse and lay down in the field. The horse circled her once and then sidestepped until he was as close as he could get without stepping on her. Then the stallion nudged her side with his head. She didn’t move a muscle, so he nudged her again. Suddenly, she sprang up, patted his nose and ran away. The crowd roared.


    It was the horse’s turn. He got down on all fours, laid down and rolled over on his back until his hooves were sticking up in the air. Again, the crowd roared.


    “The horse showed up two days ago,” Katie said, watching the woman walk over to the horse. The woman took her bare foot and gently nudged the side of the horse, but the horse didn’t move and half the crowd was bent over with laughter. Again, the woman nudged the horse and this time the horse rolled away from her until he was on his side. The woman gently patted his neck, sat down on his side and then stretched out. She folded her arms and closed her eyes. The horse closed his eyes as well and they both looked like they were asleep.


    Kevin was worried. “The horse cannot help but hurt her this time.”


    “I have seen her do this twice before. Just watch.” said Katie.


    The horse moved so slowly, it was a thing of beauty. He let the woman sit up, step off and move away before he rolled on his stomach and got his legs under him. Then he waited until she grabbed his mane and swung up on his back. As soon as they were up and trotting again, she moved to stand on his back, and when he stopped in the middle of the meadow, she slowly curtsied. The crowd cheered.


    “How did you find her and what do I do now? I am married.”


    Katie was surprised Anna’s ruffled nightcap hadn’t given it away. She put her hands on her hips and watched the side of his face. “‘Tis a sorry day when a MacGreagor does not recognize his own wife.”


    His mouth dropped and he nearly went weak in the knees. He couldn’t take his eyes off her before, but now he saw her as his wife and she was even more magnificent.


    “The horse swam the moat and nearly toppled the wall to get to her,” said Katie, “I have never seen anyone so happy to see a horse. I tell you Kevin, she rides like the wind and gave her guards quite a scare the first time she outran them.”


    Anna slid down off the horse and started to walk away. The horse followed and began to nudge her back just as it had the first time Kevin saw her.


    Katie continued, “We also have a visitor. The same morning the horse showed up, the guards found Anna’s friend, Harold, sleeping in the courtyard. He is the one who told us Stoneham was dead, her mother was free and you were looking for Rachel.”


    “How did he get in?”


    “No one knows and he is not telling, no matter how many of your men glare at him. He came to bring her belongings. Anna probably knows how he got in. In fact, it might take a lifetime to learn everything Anna knows and we must be grateful our mother taught us to speak English. Shall I get her attention?”


    “She knows I am here. She shot an arrow between my legs, remember, and I was certain she had not noticed me then.”


    Katie laughed, “She said she wasn’t aiming that low.”


    He looked at his sister finally. “Do you mean she remembered me?”


    “When you tried to find her that day, she hid in the forest to get a good look at your face. Then the first morning she was here, she recognized you.”


    “I looked everywhere for her that day and each time I went back.”


    “She tried to find you too...when her father finally let her out. Kevin, you have no idea how happy you made her when you told her about the lass on the horse.”


    “I thought she would hate me forever.” He watched Anna sit down and then carefully turn until she was lying face up on the horse’s back. His smile widened even more when she finished her trick and the horse brought her to him.


    “Threcher stop,” she said not two feet from him. Her eyes were dancing and she nearly forgot her manners until the horse started pawing the ground. “Oh, do forgive me. Threcher, this is my husband. You will obey him as you do me.” The horse nodded, curled a leg back, bowed and then stood back up.


    “He might not let you touch me,” she warned, when Kevin moved closer. “He will need to get used to you first. In case you have not noticed, he is a very powerful horse. I have had him since the day he was born and sometimes I think he understands English. Tell me, are my mother and sister well? Did you find Rachel?”


    She was so beautiful up close he could hardly think and Katie had to nudge him to get him to answer. “Aye, are you getting down off that horse?”


    They had a very large audience, but neither of them seemed to notice. “That depends.”


    He spread his legs apart and folded his arms, “On what?”


    “I have not yet had a wedding feast and I wondered if that could be arranged.”


    “It could. Is there anything else?”


    “There is.”


    “And what might that be?”


    She grinned and once more stood up on the horse’s back. With her eyes closed, she began to turn and fall so she would land on her back in his arms. “You!”


    It was the first time she had been kissed and she hardly knew what to expect, but the minute he set her down, put his strong arms around her and touched his lips to hers, she was completely lost in the wonder of it.


    He didn’t hear the crowd cheering or feel his sister pat his arm before she walked away. All he could think about was how good she felt in his arms. He didn’t even notice when the horse trotted off to graze and the crowd left.


    He kissed her, ravished her neck, lifted her into his arms, swung her around and kissed her again. Then he remembered he meant to bathe in the loch before he saw her.


    When he finally set her down, she looked into his eyes. “Did you kill him?”


    “Nay, the King of England killed him.”


    She was astounded and couldn’t quite take it in. Finally, she asked, “Did you tell him what I said?”


    “Aye, right before he died.”


    “Good.” She took his hand and walked with him toward the drawbridge.


    He let go of her hand and put his arm around her instead. “Should we put your horse in the stable?”


    “I doubt anyone can.”


    “Are you challenging us?”


    “Not at all, I am protecting our property. You would not like knowing what happened to the last stable someone tried to put him in.”


    He couldn’t stop looking at her and hadn’t heard much of what she said. He was sure ten thousand men could attack and he would still be looking at her, so he had to force himself to think of something else. “How did Harold get inside the hold?” When she started to laugh, he frowned. “Anna, it is for our protection. I must know.”


    She sighed and gave in. “Well, Harold found Threcher. He also found my belongings and managed to recover some of them. He used what I am wearing now to tempt the horse so he would follow. It seems my horse likes purple. Threcher is nearly two hands taller than that sad thing Harold rides, so when they got here, Harold got them across the moat and used the two horses like stair steps to get over the wall and jump down. Unfortunately, he brought my clothing inside with him and Threcher was having none of it.”


    “I would prefer you wear my plaid.”


    “I know, but I worry the plaid will come undone when I ride. If it did and Threcher stepped on it...”


    “I see your meaning.” A shiver ran down his spine just thinking about what could happen. He kissed her hard and then headed for the loch to bathe.


    She watched him take the clean clothing one of the women handed him and sighed. “I believe I like kissing very much -- but that is all.”


    


    Kevin invited his twenty most trusted men and their wives to join them for the evening meal. Half his men were unmarried and he wondered just how much competition Justin would have. Two hours before, the cooks began to prepare the meal, men carried water up for his wife’s bath and women brought bouquets of flowers to adorn the great hall. Anna hadn’t changed a thing, but no matter, he was convinced she would once she felt it was her home. He wanted everything to be perfect for his surprise and so far, it was.


    All they had to do was wait for her and he couldn’t keep from glancing toward her door every thirty seconds or so. He reminded Thomas one more time to tell everyone not to notice when her mother and sister came in. Then he saw the annoyed look on Thomas’ face.


    At last, her door opened and she walked out. She couldn’t have been more becoming. She wore his plaid and moved along the balcony with such grace it took his breath away. On her head, she wore a blue scarf the same color as her eyes that hung down her back to her waist.


    When she started down the stairs, she noticed how quiet it had gotten, so she stopped and wrinkled her brow. She tilted her head to one side and asked, “Is something amiss?”


    “Nothing could be amiss tonight, I would not let it be,” her husband answered, heading to the bottom of the stairs to meet her.


    Thomas leaned closer to Katie, “I did not even guess how bonnie she would be.”


    “That’s right; you have been away while she was healing. She does not know how beautiful she is either. She keeps asking why the men stare at her. She thinks it is her lack of hair, but Kevin will soon notice and have a few heads.” Katie watched her brother kiss his wife and cheered with the rest of the gathering.


    “Does that mean you did not miss me, Lass?” Thomas asked.


    Katie looked at the gleam in his eye and blushed. Too soon, Kevin and Anna were standing in front of her and it was her duty to keep talking until the surprise arrived. So she talked…and talked...until blessedly, Kevin interrupted.


    “Anna, turn around.”


    “No, I want to hear what your sister has to say.” But Katie stopped talking. Then she heard a small voice behind her say, “My Anna.” She spun around so fast, she nearly toppled over. “Rachel?” She ran to her mother and soon, mother and daughter were hugging, kissing, and nearly squishing Rachel between them.


    “My Anna,” the little girl announced again.


    Anna moved away and fully intended to take Rachel out of her mother’s arms, but the child reached for Justin instead. He was more than happy to take her and lifted her high in the air until she giggled.


    Anna wanted to introduce her to Katie, but her mother turned to look at the closed door. The room grew quiet and the guests parted when Catherin slowly moved toward it. Anna motioned for the guard to move away and followed her mother.


    Catherin paused and for a very long time she stared at the handle. Her hand was shaking, but she finally managed to get a firm hold on it and began to pull. It was a heavy door and Kevin thought to help her, but Anna shook her head. Catherin added her other hand and when the door opened, a look of sheer joy crossed her face. She let the guard hold the door open for her and headed out.


    In the light of a full moon, the dark courtyard was a dusty blue when Catherin walked straight across it until she reached the raised drawbridge and stopped. Behind her, Anna and all thirty-one guests followed. With Kevin’s nod, the bridge began to lower and as soon as it was secure, Catherin glanced back, spotted Rachel sitting on Justin’s shoulder and then started across.


    “Is she going back to England?” Justin whispered to Kevin.


    “If she is, it seems we are all going with her.”


    Catherin turned toward the meadow where Threcher was grazing. When they reached the crest, the crowd stopped to watch. Anna hurried to catch up, and without a word, took her mother’s hand and made her stop. Then she let go, moved away, reached both of her arms out with her palms up and slowly began to spin. In a few seconds, her mother did the same.


    “What are they doing?” asked Kevin.


    Katie answered, “They are tasting freedom. Anna did the same thing when we finally let her out.”


    Athena said, “A MacGreagor did this to them and it will be MacGreagors who set it right.” Everyone nodded.


    Anna grabbed her mother’s hand and pointed. The horse was turning around and around and when she saw it, Catherin burst out laughing. Soon mother and daughter were laughing so hard, they had to sit down in the meadow.


    Katie asked Rachel if she was hungry and when the child nodded, she took her off Justin’s shoulder and led the guests back inside. That left only Kevin and Justin to watch the women play in the meadow like children, and Kevin wondered if he would ever get them to come back inside. He began to doubt it even more when Catherin wanted to spin again and Anna joined her. Then he wondered if the women even knew he and Justin were there.


    Dizzy, Anna and her mother had to hug each other to keep from falling and finally sat down in the grass. Unaware the breeze would carry their words to the men, they began to talk.


    “Mother, there are good people here. They are so kind and loving; I hardly know what to do. I have thanked them so often I am certain they have grown weary of hearing it.”


    “Your husband and Justin are kind, but...”


    “I believe my husband is a very good man. I love him, Mother. I realize I know little of love, but my heart leaps when he is near me. Did you love my father at first?”


    “Anna, I was twelve. What could I have known of love?”


    “Twelve,” Justin breathed. “That scunner!”


    “Am I too young to know of love?” Anna asked.


    Catherin brushed a strand of Anna’s hair out of her daughter’s face. “At seventeen, you are twice as wise and three times more brave than I will ever be. You must be the one to decide if you are old enough to love.”


    Kevin shifted his weight. “Good heavens, her mother is not much older than I am.”


    “Mother, will you stay for just a little while and learn about these people?”


    “I am afraid.”


    “I know, I am terrified too.”


    The women were looking at the men now and Kevin’s mind was racing. He knew Catherin was frightened, but Anna hadn’t seemed afraid since that first day when she wouldn’t give him her hand. What terrified her?


    “I am thinking of Rachel,” Anna was saying. “I want to see her in a home where there is love and joy, not fear.”


    Catherin sighed, “I want that too.”


    “If you leave, where will you go?”


    “I do not know. I will never go back to that place of torment and unhappiness.”


    “Neither will I.” Anna leaned over and put her head on her mother’s shoulder.


    Catherin hugged her daughter, but didn’t seem willing to take her eyes off the men. “How will we escape?”


    “We?” Kevin muttered.


    “It will not be easy,” Anna admitted. She sat back up, pulled a hand full of grass out of the ground and let the blades slowly slip through her fingers. “They watch every move I make. It is for my protection, my husband says, but it is far more protection than I care to have. I am not at all sure I could endure a whole life of it.”


    “Have the men held you down?”


    “Not yet.”


    Justin didn’t want to hear what that meant, but he stayed where he was just the same.


    Kevin knew exactly what it meant. He took a deep breath and let it out. No wonder she was terrified. He heard someone walk up behind him and turned to look. Holding Rachel in her arms, Athena didn’t stop. Instead, she took the child to her mother, exchanged a few whispers with the women and came back.


    Athena stood in front of Kevin with her arms folded and watched his eyes. “They want to leave. Let them go.”


    “How can I, she is my wife and it is not safe for them out there alone.”


    “Anna was brought here against her will and for days you have imprisoned her. Her mother has been locked away for two years. Do you really think you can keep them?”


    “There must be a way to convince them we will not harm them.”


    “Kevin, I rode beside Catherin all the way back and told her everything I could think of about us.”


    “She did not believe you?”


    “I doubt she even heard me. She is free, but she is not really free until she is allowed to make her own decisions.”


    “She can make her own decisions here.”


    Athena closed her eyes and slowly opened them again. “Kevin, what does a horse do when you first take off his bridle and set him free?”


    “He runs,” Justin answered.


    “Aye, Catherin wants to run too. It is all she can think about. You can talk, but she does not hear your words.”


    “I cannot let Anna go, I love her.”


    “Then show her how much you love her by letting her go. They must know they are free to leave whenever they want.”


    “Athena is right, Kevin. It pains me to say it, but she is right. We have to let them go.” Justin looked at Catherin one last time and then walked with Athena back across the bridge.


    Anna and her mother stood up and watched Kevin for a moment, but when he didn’t make a move, Anna snapped her fingers and the stallion walked to her. She swung up on his back, took Rachel and then gave her mother a hand up. For a long moment, Anna just sat there looking at him until finally, she mumbled something to the horse. Threcher turned, walked away from Kevin and disappeared into the forest.


    


    Kevin stood there for another hour waiting, but Anna didn’t come back and his heart was actually hurting. He’d never felt that kind of pain before and didn’t think he would survive it. A thousand thoughts were going through his mind. The women hadn’t taken a thing with them; they’d not even eaten their evening meal. Anna had no bow and arrows and no dagger. How would they live?


    By the end of the next hour, Katie finally walked out to him. She lifted his arm and forced him to put it around her. “Anna started stealing things. We might not have realized what she was doing, but one of the men noticed her hips were wider leaving than they were coming back. Her horse outran her guard five times in the last two days. She has hidden things in the forest somewhere.”


    “She planned this?”


    “Not this exactly, but she would have gone soon anyway. At least, they are not totally without. She has a bow and arrows, two daggers and three plaids that I know of. They will be fine.”


    “Does she know how to sneak up on her prey?”


    “She can split an apple in half with an arrow and from a considerable distance.” Katie hugged her brother. “Anna didn’t seem interested in doing anything except walk every inch of the grounds. I think now she was trying to find a way out, in case you...”


    “In case I tried to force her into my bed.” He closed his eyes. “She told her mother she loves me. Was she lying?”


    “Nay, but she said loving you hurt too much. That was when you were gone and she was worried about you.”


    “Now she is gone and I am worried. She is right, love hurts too much.”


    “Come inside, all we can do is pray love will bring Anna back.”


    


    


    CHAPTER IX


    


    She didn’t come back. A week passed and when each night came, Kevin stood in the window of the bedchamber, he hoped to share with her, watching the meadow until he finally crawled into bed. Then another week passed and another.


    He realized he was acting like a soppy teenager instead of a twenty-six-year old man and he had to force himself to concentrate on his responsibilities. Each time a messenger or another laird came, he silently prayed for word of her. There was no word of her. How was it possible she managed to keep so well hidden in Scotland? It was the horse, he realized and he remembered to be grateful they had such a good protector.


    A hundred times, he made up his mind to send men out to look for her, but Athena and Katie always talked him out of it. Besides, they could have left Scotland and be in the heart of England by now. Did Anna have aunts and uncles they could go to? He admitted he had no idea. In fact, he knew very little about his wife. All they really talked about was her father.


    He thought about how happy she was to see him when he came home, and about the first time he could really hold her and kiss her. But those few minutes went by too quickly. What haunted him the most was the feel of her when she laid her injured head on his chest and listened to his heart. She stayed there for a long time and it was still vivid in his mind. Half of the time, he hated that memory and the other half, he believed it was the only reason his heart kept beating.


    Justin wasn’t handling it much better and sometimes Kevin spotted him leaning against a tree at the edge of the meadow. There were details of men assigned to hunt, fish and cut wood, but each time they went out, they came back -- without Anna.


    


    Anna sat in the warm afternoon sun on a large rock, wearing traditional English clothing, and hugging Kevin’s neatly folded plaid. Threcher grazed while Rachel picked wild flowers in the small clearing.


    “I have never loved a man,” Catherin said, sitting next to her daughter on the same rock.


    “It is not altogether pleasant; missing Kevin takes all my strength. I am not as brave as I thought.”


    “I think about Justin sometimes.”


    “Do you?” Anna smiled. “Justin is a good man.”


    “I trusted him, but I do not know why. Rachel loves him and wanted to be constantly with him when we rode to the MacGreagors.”


    “Did he mind?”


    “He did not seem to. She fell asleep on his shoulder and he often kissed her cheek. I have never seen a man do that before.” Catherin giggled. “I wanted him to kiss my cheek too.”


    “And let you fall asleep on his shoulder?”


    Catherin laughed. “Aye.”


    “On a horse?”


    Catherin couldn’t stop laughing long enough to answer and nodded instead. At length, she took several deep breaths to calm herself. “It feels so good to laugh. I swear, I will never let anyone take the laughter away again.”


    “Nor will I.”


    Her dark memories started to fog her mind, but Catherin pushed them away, “Justin tried to teach me how to carve wood and he did not yell when I made a mistake.”


    “All lads yell, even Harold.”


    “Justin did not. He is a thoughtful man. His English is not good, but he does not speak until he is sure of what to say.”


    “I believe you like him.”


    “I believe I do too. But...” Catherin started to leap up when Rachel fell, but the child laughed and Catherin relaxed.


    “We are afraid they will hold us down.”


    “Aye. If Athena were here, she would tell us the truth. The King said she broke a man’s arm.”


    “Did she? I would like to learn how to do that.”


    “So would I. Do you think they would let Rachel and I live with Athena?” Catherin asked.


    “Perhaps. Would you rather have a cottage of your own?”


    “I would indeed. I wonder if your husband would let me.”


    “I think my husband would let you do whatever you want. He let us leave and did not chase us. I thought he would. If he had, I would have hated him for it.”


    “Perhaps he is wise as well as handsome. But the wall, Anna. I cannot live again inside a wall.”


    


    Kevin sat on the bed, unlaced one of his shoes and took it off. He was exhausted, but just like all the other nights; he didn’t want to sleep without at least knowing she was alive. He looked around the room. Everything was exactly the same as it had been before he rode out that day to make Anna his wife. She changed nothing and now there was little evidence she had ever been there. The scarf Mary made for her hair and the clothing she wore to ride her horse the day she left were still there. However, Katie put those away so he wouldn’t have to see them. Sometimes, he touched his mother’s hand mirror just because she had touched it. No one spoke of Anna now, not even Katie, and he admitted there wasn’t much left to say.


    She was his for just a moment, quick to come and even quicker to pass away. He tried to think what he could have done differently. He shouldn’t have made her stay inside the wall and if she came back, he vowed he would never do it again. He would see that the bridge remained down all day and raised only at night or when there was certain danger. He didn’t like the idea of not having a guard with her, but he was willing to ask her what she wanted when she came back...if she came back.


    He pulled off his other shoe, stretched out on the same bed she once slept in and stared at nothing at all. She was gone, she might not ever come back and he had to find a way to live with it.


    Kevin closed his eyes and whispered, “Come back to me, Anna MacGreagor.”


    


    When he glanced out the window just after sunrise, Kevin spotted a man sleeping in the middle of the meadow. Harold! How had he forgotten about Harold? Kevin wasn’t completely dressed. One shoe was on, the other was not, and he couldn’t have cared less. He went flying down the stairs and out the door, yelling for Justin on the way. He could hardly wait until the drawbridge was lowered so he could get out. Then he ran into the meadow with Justin, Thomas and Clymer right behind him.


    Harold heard the noisy bridge come down and stood up to greet them. For a moment, he wasn’t sure Kevin was going to stop before he ran him down, and the other three looked like they would trample him as well. When they finally did stop, he stroked the side of his beard. “I have begun to worry about you MacGreagors. I have been in and out of your hold three times since I got here.”


    “How?” Thomas demanded.


    That was the last thing on Kevin’s mind. “Have you seen Anna? Is she well? Do you know where she is?”


    Harold smiled. “A little worried about her, are you?”


    “Worried? I have nearly lost my mind.”


    “Well now,” Harold began, walking slowly away with the men following close behind. He knelt down, picked up a rock and started to examine it. “They showed up on my doorstep a few weeks ago. I do not mind telling you, I was surprised to see them. What do you suppose they wanted to do?”


    “I have no idea,” answered Kevin.


    “They wanted to burn that hell house they called home.”


    “And did they?”


    “Aye, they burned it two days running. The first day, it didn’t burn completely, so they lit it again. Then they shouted their rage and called Stoneham a few names I have never heard before. I believe some names were in your fine language. After that, they danced, drank wine and celebrated.”


    “Are they still there?”


    “No.” Harold turned his back and walked to another stone. Again, the Highlanders followed.


    “Where are they?”


    “Just wait, I am getting to it. They were worried about the servants, so I helped find good positions for them. Next, they wanted to swim. They swam every day for two weeks straight and they stayed in the water until they were wrinkled from head to toe. Watching those two swim is a thing of beauty.”


    It was Justin who questioned him next. “Did they laugh? I love it when Catherin laughs.”


    “Did they? They could hardly stop laughing. They cried too. They cried so hard they broke my heart and gave themselves a vile headache -- which made them laugh again. They were helping each other heal, you see.”


    Again, Harold walked a little closer to the trees before he continued, “Laird MacGreagor, Anna said to say thank you for not coming after her. She feared you would and she needed this time with her mother. I could tell you stories...oh well, we best not get into that.”


    “Is she coming back?”


    “I will not say just yet. You see, Anna had to wait until her mother figured out where to go and what to do. With her husband dead, she has no one to tend her or any family to turn to but Anna.”


    “Does she not understand we will gladly care for her?” Justin asked.


    “I cannot rightly say what Catherin understands.” He turned then and looked directly at Kevin. “They need a door in the wall. They can swim the moat, but they need to be able to go out whenever their fear overcomes them. Do you agree?”


    For the first time in weeks, Kevin felt there was hope. He quickly nodded. “We will begin it today.”


    “Good. Put it as close to the forest as possible so they can slip into the woods before any enemy sees them. If you are not aware of how to hide a door in a wall, I will assist you. I have three of my own. Next, Catherin wants a cottage where she can raise Rachel in peace. She wants to learn to protect herself and how to cook. She wants Athena to teach her. I think it would be good for both of Stoneham’s wives.”


    “Done!” Justin said.


    “Anna says your people will not let her learn how to do anything and she feels useless. Can you correct this problem?”


    Kevin quickly nodded, “I can and I will.” He could feel her before he saw her, and held his breath as he slowly turned to look behind him. She was standing next to her mother with Threcher on the other side.


    Rachel started to squirm, so Catherin let her down and when she ran to him, Justin caught the child, swung her up high and then kissed her cheek. “I am so happy to see you, Lassie.” He lifted her high again and made Rachel giggle. He hoped, but he hadn’t expected it when Catherin walked to him. “I am happy to see you as well.”


    “I want...I mean, Anna said...I…,” Catherin couldn’t seem to get it out and looked to him for help.


    “I will not deny you.”


    His words gave her the courage she needed. “I want to hear your heart.”


    He set Rachel down and opened his arms. She was hesitant, but she timidly moved into his arms and put her ear to his chest. He wasn’t sure if he should, but he softly wrapped his arms around her. She didn’t stay long, but it was enough for both of them. It was a beginning.


    “I will build you a cottage anywhere you like.” Justin picked Rachel back up and turned them toward the Keep. “Athena will be glad to see you and she will...”


    Thomas and Clymer each grabbed one of Harold’s arms and began to walk him toward the bridge. Each demanded to know exactly how he got in this time.


    Kevin hadn’t taken his eyes off his wife. He knew she was terrified, so he waited. When she finally looked at him, he thought of his shoe problem. He smiled, pointed to the foot with the shoe and then to the one without.


    She returned his smile, but she was trembling when she slowly started toward him. Where had all her courage gone? She was still a good ten feet away when she stopped.


    “I love you,” he said.


    “Do you?”


    “I have loved you for years.”


    She nervously giggled and then she grew deadly serious. “I must know...”


    “Anything, you may ask me anything.”


    “Are you going to have your lads hold me down?”


    “Anna, my lads would never do such a thing. They would rather cut out my heart.” He wanted to reach out to her so badly it hurt. Still, he waited. “Did your father’s lads hold you down?”


    “No, just my mother. I saw it start once, but when she screamed, I ran away. I have been so ashamed of not helping her.” A tear rolled down her cheek and she wiped it away.


    “Would you like me to hold you?” Suddenly, she ran into his arms. He wanted to comfort her, but she wanted to be kissed, so he lowered his lips to hers and remembered to be gentle and loving.


    In the window of the Keep, Katie sighed. “At last.”


    


    It was another two weeks of long walks, talking, laughing and kissing before Anna began to feel more comfortable. She wanted to know every detail of what would happen when she came into his bedchamber and he didn’t hold back a single thing. Sometimes, he explained two different ways until he was sure she understood. When he told her again that she would find pleasure in it, she rolled her eyes.


    Then at last, she opened the door to his bedchamber in the middle of the night and went in to his waiting arms.


    


    -end-


    


    RACHEL


    


    Rachel had a dark secret and even she didn’t know what it was. She was seventeen, determined to become as good a warrior as any Highlander and was firmly against taking a husband. Connor had other ideas. He loved Rachel and when a rival clan took her, he thought he would lose his mind. How would he ever get her back and if he did, would her dark secret separate them forever?


    


    


    CHAPTER I


    


    She knelt down behind a tree and waited. Her prey was a Highlander, a giant of a man and a fearsome warrior. Rachel wasn’t all that big at seventeen, but she was quick, cunning and rarely missed her mark with a bow and arrow. She always carried at least one dagger and she wasn’t afraid to use it, but today she planned to topple the giant with her bare hands. If she succeeded, her joy would be complete.


    Waiting was something she was not good at. Where was he? Quite some time ago, she watched him head to the loch to bathe and it never took this long. She didn’t watch him bathe. She hadn’t done that since she was nine and her mother told her not to. Now, she knew exactly how close she could get to the loch without accidentally seeing anything.


    Rachel smiled and her blue eyes sparkled. She didn’t think any of the men knew she used to watch them bathe; they never once caught her. If they had, her brother-in-law, Kevin, would have frowned at her for hours and then asked all sorts of embarrassing questions. She didn’t mind the questions so much, but she had much better ways to spend her time. Kevin never lost his temper with her, not even once, but he could frown the spots off her dapple-gray horse.


    The men in the MacGreagor Clan paid far more attention to keeping themselves clean than men in the other clans, and Rachel had been close enough to unfamiliar men to know the reason why. She could sometimes smell them long before she could hear or feel their nearness.


    “Rachel.”


    She spun around, lost her balance and landed on her bottom at the base of the tree. Chagrinned, she flipped her long, dark curls behind her shoulders with both hands and looked up at the giant. She was caught. Rachel slowly closed her eyes and let the breath she’d been holding escape from her lips. Then she stood up, glared and folded her arms defiantly.


    “I will have a word with you.”


    “Of course ,you will.” She sighed and followed Laird Kevin MacGreagor away from the loch to a big rock she sometimes hid behind. Then she sat down and waited for what she knew was coming.


    Kevin’s shoes had the long leather straps the men customarily laced up to their knees. She was grateful the women didn’t have to go to so much trouble to dress. They wore matching pleated plaids held in place by leather belts. The women spread one length over their hearts and one shoulder, just like the men, but their plaids hung down to their ankles and they didn’t have to wear those cumbersome shoes.


    Rachel realized she wasn’t paying attention and finally looked up. Kevin had a pleasant face, blond hair, blue-gray eyes and he wasn’t frowning. He was, however, standing in front of her with his legs apart and his hands clasped behind his back. She rolled her eyes. “Well, get on with it.”


    “I have been meaning to thank you.”


    She was completely taken aback -- but not for long. She tilted her head to one side and looked at him suspiciously. Rachel was even more shocked when the giant sat down beside her on the rock. “Thank me for what?”


    “When you first came to us, you were very little and you followed a cat around for hours, watching to see how the cat caught the mouse. When he succeeded, you were as happy and as proud as the cat. By the time you were five, you began to sneak up behind the men and pinch them right above the knee.”


    Rachel smiled. “I remember.”


    “The first time you did it, I feared Clymer would throttle you. You got him twice more and after that, he became aware of where you were at all times. Do you know what I did then?”


    “What?”


    “I let you keep doing it.”


    “Why?”


    “Because we were not as mindful as we should have been, and I had not found a way to sharpen our skills. You did that for us.”


    “But Kevin, you have been scolding me for years.”


    “Aye, but have I ever told you to stop?”


    Her eyes shifted from side to side. “I do not believe you have.”


    “I have not. Yesterday, two of our lads became aware that someone was watching them. They were able to avoid a possible attack because you taught them so well.”


    “An attack? From whom?” she asked.


    “I suspect the Clan Ferguson.”


    “Our neighbors to the east, but why? We have done them no harm.”


    “True. I was once friends with Laird Ferguson, but he has passed and his son is a greedy man. He wants our land.”


    “Did our lads search them out?”


    Kevin threaded his fingers through his wet hair. “Nay, they thought it wiser to see what would happen. It was the right decision and the Fergusons left without showing themselves.”


    “Will there be a war?”


    “I hope not. However, I want you to help the lasses sharpen their fighting skills just in case. The lads will begin to train more often as well. We must not be caught with our guard down.”


    “I will do it.”


    Kevin put an arm around her shoulder, kissed her forehead and then looked into her eyes. “You have been a precious gift sent to us from God. See that nothing happens to you.”


    “I will be very careful, Kevin.”


    He released her and finally frowned that frown she was used to seeing. “Your sister and mother do not think it proper for you to be this close when the lads bathe.”


    “Oh that, I wondered when you would get around to that. I do not watch, I swear it.”


    “Good. In the future, when the lads bathe, I expect to find you a good distance away.” He waited for her nod, stood up and walked away.


    Rachel sighed. “It seems I am not as clever as I thought.” It was near time for the evening meal and she was hungry, so she walked through the trees toward the large stone building the Highlanders called a keep. It was surrounded by a very high, three-foot wide stonewall that seemed to go on forever. Outside the wall was a moat with a drawbridge, which was lowered in the morning and raised at night. Many families lived in cottages inside the wall, more lived outside and her brother-in-law, Kevin MacGreagor, was laird over them all. Her sister, Anna, was their mistress.


    The loch was to the east of the hold and a wide meadow, surrounded on three sides by forest, was to the west. Beyond that, were the hills and the Clan Cameron’s vast land. Rachel had never been any farther away than that -- not that she could remember.


    Suddenly, she realized someone was watching her; she could feel it. It was probably just Connor. He was always trying to prove he was as sneaky as she was. Then again, Kevin just said two men were nearly attacked. She slipped behind a wide tree trunk, laid her back flat against it, pulled a dagger out of her sheath and listened. She stayed where she was for countless minutes trying to decide if she should attempt to catch whoever it was or just run home. It had to be Connor, she decided, no other man was as good at sneaking around as he was.


    Someone moved. The noise came from behind her, so she quietly turned around to face the tree and peeked out. It was Connor and he was only a few feet away. Instead of smiling his success, he had a finger to his lips warning her to be quiet. She nodded.


    With dark hair and dusty blue eyes, Connor was too big to hide behind just any tree. He had to move and the tree Rachel was behind was his best choice. Drawing his own dagger, he was careful not to make a sound as he crouched down, quietly moved toward her, slipped behind the tree and stood up.


    Rachel had never let him get this close before. He was right behind her and she didn’t like it one bit. He was not touching her, but he was near enough to put her nerves on edge. Not quite convinced anyone else was nearby, she turned her head and glared up at him, but he wasn’t paying attention. Instead, he was searching the forest with his eyes looking for movement. Maybe there really was danger.


    Rachel turned to her side so he could move closer to the tree. He did the same and they stood back to back, each peeking around opposite sides of the tree. They heard a twig snap and then another. Not more than ten feet away, the lower branch of a tree moved.


    More twigs snapped, leaves on the ground rustled, another low branch moved, and it was clear the enemy would be easier to watch from her side of the tree. Connor turned around to face her same direction and felt her move closer until she was leaning against him. He smiled. He wanted her closer still, so he moved his dagger to his other hand, put his arm around her waist and pulled her firmly against him. Then he leaned forward to look around her side of the tree.


    She tried to look too, but he had her so tight, she couldn’t bend forward far enough, so she looked up at him instead. He wasn’t smiling and she held her breath. Another branch moved and she could see it, but it was farther away and hopefully the danger was leaving.


    Connor leaned down and whispered in her ear, “Go home.”


    She shook her head, but when she looked up, he was frowning at her. He was about to become third in command and command was something everyone respected and obeyed. That didn’t mean she had to obey him now. Still, she was not at all happy with the hold he had on her and it was the only way to get him to let go. She pretended to be disappointed by letting her head fall forward and finally nodded.


    He couldn’t believe she let him get this close to her, and he loved the feel of it. He fully expected her to disobey, and when she didn’t, he reluctantly released her. He watched her quietly head for home and softly sighed.


    Rachel was out of the forest before she realized she was still holding her breath. She relaxed, walked to the bridge and then turned around to wait. She wanted to know what was happening and she would hear it directly from Connor if she had to wait all night.


    How did Connor get so close before she heard him or felt his nearness? It had never happened before -- not even once. Was he getting better or was she getting worse? She decided she would have to give that some very careful consideration later. One thing she was sure of, it would never happen again.


    Rachel turned her attention to guessing who might have been in the forest with them. She hadn’t smelled anything except horse sweat and that didn’t tell her much. Everyone rode horses and everyone sooner or later got horse sweat on their clothing. Fergusons smelled worse than most men, but even they bathed occasionally. What she wondered next worried her most. Was it the English?


    The MacGreagor land was long rather than wide and some imaginary line two days ride to the south separated the two nations. Most Highlanders had little use for the English and the English normally left the MacGreagors alone. Surely, they couldn’t come this far north without someone noticing, and if it ever happened, Kevin would send men to warn everyone outside the wall.


    Kevin insisted they learn as much of the English language as possible. He often said being able to understand them could save lives. It was easy for Rachel since her mother and sister were both English and it was their first language.


    She knew Connor didn’t know that much English. She often spoke it when she was annoyed with him, and he never seemed to understand what she was saying. At least, she could do that better than he could.


    When Connor finally appeared at the edge of the forest smiling and leading a young filly, she rolled her eyes. Of course, it was a horse! What smelled more like a horse than a horse? She was extremely upset with herself for not even suspecting. He tricked her…she was sure of it. War with the Fergusons wasn’t the only thing Connor would have to worry about. He’d just shot the first arrow in a war with Rachel! In a huff, she turned and marched across the bridge.


    Just inside the wall, Charlet was waiting as usual. Charlet was two years younger than Rachel, and she aimed to marry Connor if it was the last thing she did. As was her habit, Rachel winked as she walked by to let Charlet know Connor was coming.


    Charlet had just enough time to wet her fingers and pat her unruly red hair down before he rounded the corner. Her grin was wide, her green eyes sparkled and she couldn’t help asking, “Have you a new horse?”


    “Nay.” Connor answered, walking right by her as he led the horse toward the stable.


    Charlet was quick to follow. “Can I ride her?”


    “Not today.”


    “When?”


    Connor finally stopped and turned to the girl. He found her attentions flattering, but he could do without them. Even so, she was very young and he always tried not to hurt her feelings. Experience taught him that paying her just a little notice was enough to get her to go away. “This horse belongs to Angus. You must ask him if you wish to ride.”


    “But Angus is an old man and he is grumpy.”


    Connor smiled. “True.”


    His smile was all Charlet needed. Her heart fluttered, she made her excuse and hurried away. As soon as she did, Connor glanced up the path just in time to see Rachel duck back inside her cottage.


    


    It was true. Rachel was just a child when she came to live in the MacGreagor hold. She loved it there and all the people in it, save Connor. She thought him a twit of a man. He was too quick on his feet and she was hardly ever able to sneak up on him these days. It infuriated her. The last time she tried, he spotted her and asked her to marry him.


    Marry him? The man was daft! Marriage was the last thing on her mind and she certainly wasn’t going to end up with Connor. Why should she? All of the young men wanted her, she could tell. Some of the older men wanted her too, but every time she got one of “those” looks, she threatened to break an arm. She could do it too, her mother’s friend, Athena, taught her how.


    It saddened everyone when Athena died. They mourned the loss of her for the better part of two weeks before anyone could smile again.


    When Rachel was younger, Kevin let her learn how to fight the boys using a wooden sword with a rounded tip. But he stopped that pleasure when she was ten and now she was only allowed to watch the men train. She watched their successes, their failures and planned how she could do it better. She even knew how to fix a broken nose by watching them.


    


    Rachel studied the warriors practicing in the meadow nearly every day from behind a tree in the forest and this afternoon, she was especially fascinated. In the midst of the men in the meadow, Connor was challenging Kevin. Connor was one of their best fighters and more often than she cared to admit, she admired his skill -- but that was all she admired.


    She heard someone coming and turned to find her sister, Anna, walking to her. “Have you come to watch the lads fight?”


    “Nay, I do not enjoy watching my husband get hurt. Walk with me. Kevin is not sure it is safe and you might need to protect me.”


    Rachel grinned and curtseyed. “I will do my best, my lady.” She giggled when Anna rolled her eyes. She was happy to spend time with her sister and glad to walk with her. Anna knew all sorts of things she didn’t know and they never seemed to be alone together for long. “Have you slain my nephews yet?”


    Anna laughed. “Not yet. Sween has gone fishing with Donny. At the age of ten, he thinks he is already a man and displays far too much pride. Perhaps you might throw him sometime where his father can see.”


    “He is nearly as big as I am, it would be a fair fight.”


    “Fair? My dear little sister, you are a girl. He will be shamed and he deserves it.”


    Rachel pushed a tree limb out of their way. “And Neil? Do you think to kill him too?”


    “He is a loving child. Sometimes I think he is too loving.”


    “He is only six; won’t he grow out of that?”


    “I worry he is too timid. Perhaps you could teach him a few skills.”


    Rachel stopped to glare at her sister. “Kevin wants me to stay inside the wall.”


    Anna winked. “I told him you would not be so easily tricked.”


    “Perhaps I should throw Kevin instead.”


    “That, I would like to see. Try not to hurt him too badly.” She smiled and sat down on a log.


    Rachel meant to join her sister on the log, but a beam of sunlight through the trees illuminated Anna’s long, dark hair and she was suddenly mesmerized. It was as though she was seeing her hair for the first time and she had a strange urge to touch it.


    “What is it, Rachel? Does my hair displease you?”


    “Nay, I just never noticed how pleasing it is before.” She sat down on the log and started to smile, but wrinkled her brow instead. “Why do you have a lump on your nose?”


    In thirteen years, it was the first time Rachel ever asked about any of her old injuries and a shiver ran down Anna’s spine. She wanted her sister’s heart to be at peace for as long as possible. The day might come when she would have to tell Rachel what happened all those years ago, but the memories were painful and she didn’t intend to tell her unless Rachel demanded to know. Anna held her breath when she answered, “I broke it many years ago.” She was relieved when Rachel changed the subject.


    “Is Kevin a normal lad? I mean, he gets upset when you are hurt. I thought he might pass out when Neil was born.”


    “He loves me and he was afraid I would die. Sometimes women have difficulty when a child is born.”


    “Yes, but is that normal when a lad loves a woman?”


    “I believe it is. Kevin says he does not want to live without me and I feel the same.”


    “But were you unhappy before you married him?”


    Anna lovingly brushed a stand of hair away from Rachel’s face. “Why all these questions, Smudges? Are you thinking of a marriage for yourself?”


    “I do not need a husband and I doubt I ever will.”


    “I felt the same way once.” She wondered if she should tell her sister how glorious the love of a good man was for a woman, but decided it was not the best time. “We should go back, Emily is teaching me how to sew and I should not keep her waiting.” She stood and gave her little sister a hand up. “Poor Emily has been trying to teach me for years, but I do not learn on purpose.”


    “Why?”


    “When I first came here, it annoyed me when the lasses would not let me learn. But then I noticed the joy in their eyes when they were allowed to do things for me.”


    “Is that why you teach them English instead?”


    “I must have something to do or I will go daft.” Anna hugged Rachel and walked away. “Try to stay inside the wall.”


    Rachel watched until her sister was out of sight and then went back to her favorite tree to watch the men.


    


    


    CHAPTER II


    


    Suddenly, Connor was flat on his back on the ground. His shoulder length hair was spilled across the grass and his eyes were wide. His sword was out of his hand; Kevin had both of Connor’s arms pinned under his knees and was ready to slice his throat with a dagger. Connor was almost as big as Kevin, but a good fifteen years younger and it shouldn’t have been that easy.


    “Know where she is, but do not ever look at her in battle.” Kevin had fury in his eyes. “It will cost you your life.” They were both sweating profusely, but he had no intention of letting the younger man up. He needed men as skilled as Connor. “And know this as well, if you die, she will become another lad’s bride.”


    Connor blinked twice. He hadn’t considered that and was about to speak when someone in the forest shouted Kevin’s name. There was no mistaking the urgency in the lad’s voice and all the men instantly got to their feet prepared to fight. Kevin quickly got off Connor and glanced around to see if anyone was watching their backs. He was pleased. Just as many faced the opposite direction and Rachel was out of sight.


    A second later, Justin broke through the trees on his horse. He halted, quickly slid down and ran to Kevin, “Three slain!”


    Kevin was shocked. For years, he successfully avoided conflict with the other clans and the MacGreagors lived in peace. Now there would be a war. “Who?”


    “Olson, his wife and one son. We are searching, but we fear the other two boys have been taken.” The rage in all the men was building and Justin could feel their tension.


    “Did you find the lads who did it?”


    “Nay, but Olson put up a good fight. We found this.” He opened his hand and showed a bloody piece of torn yellow plaid.


    Kevin turned to his men and pointed at six of them, “Bring the other families inside the wall until we know what is happening.” Then he chose six others. “Find the priest, bury the dead and do it quickly.” He watched the men run toward the stables and then turned his attention back to Justin. “Ferguson?”


    “You know it is, Kevin. Laird Ferguson thinks you have a better life than he and he aims to take it from you.”


    “We have heard these rumors for years. Why now?”


    


    Anna didn’t go to meet Emily as she said. Instead, she went to her mother’s cottage. She knocked on the door and as soon as it opened, she pulled her mother into her arms.


    Catherin caught her breath. “What is it, Anna?”


    She kissed her mother’s cheek and smiled. “I did not mean to alarm you. Come sit down, there is something I have not yet told you.” She waited for her mother to sit down at the table, and then took a seat across from her.


    With the same dark hair and blue eyes as her daughters, Catherin was still an attractive woman even at her age. Her cottage was typical with two small rooms. The first held Rachel’s bed, a table and chairs and in the second was the bed she shared with her husband, Justin.


    “Rachel asked about my broken nose today.”


    Catherin looked down. “She has seen my scars often and she does not ask. Why now suddenly? Has something frightened her?”


    “She did not say so. The memories are there, Mother, in the back of her mind. We both know they are. She was almost four when we left England. Neil is six and he remembers things that happened when he was three.”


    “I would die a thousand deaths before I would have her remember.” Catherin got up and walked to the window. “When my nightmares wake me, I sometimes cry out. Rachel does not open her eyes, but she covers her ears. I know she hears; she must.”


    Anna went to her mother, turned her and pulled Catherin into her arms again. A tear rolled down Anna’s cheek, “I did not tell you, but she was there the day he beat me. She saw it.”


    Catherin began to sob.


    Anna let her cry for a while, then pulled away and wiped her mother’s tears with her thumbs. “We should go back and burn the manor again.”


    That made Catherin smile. “Aye, we should. We should even build it back and then burn it again.”


    Suddenly, Justin burst through the door and he looked surprised to see his wife’s tears. “You have already heard?”


    Catherin went to him and hugged him. “Heard what?”


    “You have not heard? Then what upsets you, wife?”


    Catherin poked him in the shoulder. “I asked first.” He did not return her smile. Instead, he kept one arm around his wife and reached for Anna. When Anna came to him, he whispered, “Three slain; Olson, his wife and son.” Justin gave them a few moments to absorb the news and kissed each on top of her head. “Where is Rachel?”


    “She was south of the meadow when I last saw her,” Anna answered.


    “I will find her. Kevin wants everyone inside the wall and has already sent lads to bring the other families in.”


    “Sween and Donny went fishing,” said Anna.


    “Kevin knows; he will find them.”


    


    Finding Rachel turned out to be far easier than finding Sween and Donny. One stream fed the moat from the north while another emptied it to the south. Once the four men realized the boys were not fishing the moat, they split up to search along the two streams. Kevin warned them not to go too far away and the boys disobeyed, so when he finally found his oldest son, he meant to scare him.


    The boys were happy, talking far too loudly and both were lazily sprawled out on a rock facing the wide stream. At his nod, Kevin and Justin attacked at the same time, grabbed the boys, and tossed them into the water face down.


    A smaller, but a nearly exact version of his father, Sween was so startled, he quickly turned over and grabbed for his dagger, but it wasn’t in his sheath. Instead, his father had it in his hand and Kevin was not smiling. The boy was caught and the only choice he had was to scramble to his feet and wordlessly follow his father home.


    


    That night, Rachel boldly stood face to face with Kevin near the long table in the great hall, ignoring all the other people in the room. “I can do it. I have been inside the Ferguson hold three times and they never once noticed.”


    It was a large room and could easily hold a hundred people during celebrations. Candles in holders burned at intervals along the walls and more were on the table. At the end of the room was a large stone hearth and a small back door leading to the place food was prepared. Stairs led to a balcony from which more doors opened into bedchambers.


    “Nay,” Connor said from behind Rachel. Then he noticed the warning look Kevin shot him.


    “I can do it, Kevin, you know I can.” Rachel was determined and prepared to argue if he turned her down.


    Sween’s golden curls were finally dry after his unexpected dip in the stream and he looked smug, “I could do it better than a girl.”


    Rachel turned to glare at her nephew, but it was Kevin’s much more fierce glare that made the boy sit down and close his mouth. Kevin then looked to his wife for advice. Anna was very protective of Rachel and one word from her would keep him from letting Rachel go.


    Anna walked to her husband and turned to face her sister. “What will you do if the boys are there?”


    “Save them, of course.”


    “Nay,” said Kevin. “You will locate them and report back to me. If they need to be rescued, the lads will do it.”


    Rachel was sure she could save the children all by herself, but she didn’t argue. “I will do as you say.”


    “How did they not notice you?” Connor was brave enough to ask.


    She grinned at her sister, “I stole one of their plaids.”


    “Do you still have it?” asked Anna.


    “Aye and two more. I also have...”


    Kevin interrupted her. “Is the list of your stolen property very long?”


    “Very, very long, I am afraid.” She studied his face to see if he was getting mad. He didn’t seem to be, but it wasn’t always easy to see on the men’s faces -- all except Connor. She always knew when he was riled. In fact, he was riled most of the time. She sighed at the thought.


    “I will go with her,” said Connor.


    She spun around and glared at the one man she detested most. “You will not! You will only hinder me.”


    Anna tried not to smile, “She is right, she will have enough to worry about without having to protect you.”


    Connor was deeply insulted. “It is I who will protect her.”


    Kevin held up his hand to silence them and noticed Justin’s nod of consent. Justin was Kevin’s second in command and a wise man. He was also Rachel’s stepfather. Kevin took Rachel in his arms, hugged her and then stood her back. “Go and prepare. Be sure to tell your mother. I will not have her upset when she discovers you gone.”


    “Agreed.”


    “Rachel, do you know how to find your mother’s secret?”


    She knew exactly what he was talking about and quickly nodded. She hugged her sister and then ran out the heavy wooden door.


    “God be with you,” Anna breathed and then headed up the stairs to pray beside her bed. She would likely be there the whole night and expected her mother to join her soon.


    Connor kept staring at Kevin. He hoped Kevin would give his nod and let him go with Rachel. If the Fergusons committed the murders, they would be expecting someone to come and he did not want Rachel to go alone.


    Kevin didn’t give Connor permission to go. Instead, he sent his youngest son to bed and asked Justin for an accounting of all the families brought inside the wall over the last few hours. Not all of them were accounted for and there was a lot left to do; the outside families needed to be fed and sheltered. They also needed to bring more water inside the wall, so Kevin gave orders, one right after another to the other men.


    Connor was having trouble controlling himself. A thousand things could go wrong, he didn’t want Rachel to go out at night and especially not to enemy territory. What kind of man would he be, if he let the woman he loved face that kind of danger alone? Still, Kevin was their laird and Connor could not, and would not disobey him. He slumped against a wall and tried to accept what was happening. Before he knew it, the great hall was empty except for Kevin and his son, Sween.


    “Come here, son.” Kevin waited until Sween got up and came to face him. “Can you sneak up on a lad without him noticing?”


    The boy hung his head. “Nay, father.”


    “Can you split an apple with an arrow or break a lad’s arm?”


    Sween shook his head.


    “Rachel can do all that and more. It is good for a lad to be brave, but not if he is unwise. Challenging Rachel’s skill is unwise. She can hurt you if you do it again and I will let her. Go to bed.”


    The boy ran up the stairs, disappeared into his bedchamber and Kevin didn’t smile until he heard the door close. Then he filled a goblet with wine and took it to Connor. “Your father was a good lad. I trusted Clymer with my life and he never let me down. It is for his sake I keep you close and I am pleased you fight so well. ‘Tis time you became my third.”


    Connor was pleased, but that was not foremost on his mind. Even so, he said, “I am honored.”


    “My wife and her mother left us once and took Rachel with them. Did you know that?” He watched Connor shake his head, handed him the wine and then walked back to the table to pour a second goblet of wine for himself. “We had only been married a few short weeks. I love Anna and would rather face a hundred warriors alone than to again feel the pain her leaving caused me.” He paused and motioned for Connor to come sit with him at the table. “Rachel, Anna and Catherin have the courage of a raging bull and I wish I had ten men like them. You have that same courage, but you will need much more than courage if you hope to win Rachel’s heart.”


    The door opened, Justin stuck his head in and announced more arrivals.


    “How many are still outside?”


    “Five families, but they are coming.” Justin pulled his head back out and closed the door.


    Kevin sipped his wine and turned his attention back to Connor. “As I was saying, you will need to be far wiser than I was when it comes to Rachel.”


    “In what way?”


    “It will take a while to explain, but we have time. Rachel will go on foot, it is two or three hours each way and we have a long night of waiting ahead of us.”


    


    Rachel thought it was very clever the way Kevin hid the passageway through the outside wall. As far as Rachel could tell, only five people knew it was there and Connor wasn’t one of them. It was another thing she could do that Connor couldn’t. The door was right behind the cottage Rachel shared with Catherin and Justin. Justin was a good man and treated her mother as though she were a rare treasure. He was very loving and never told his wife what to do. Nevertheless, if he suggested something, her mother was happy to please him.


    Every once in a while her mother got a confused look in her eye and if the bridge was up at night, Catherin slipped through the hidden passageway to go outside the wall. Rachel had no idea what caused the odd behavior, and her mother always came back sopping wet. Why anyone would swim in the moat at night instead of a perfectly good loch in the daytime was beyond her. But that was what her mother preferred and Rachel didn’t question it. When Catherin came back, the confused look on her face was always replaced with smiles. Sometimes her sister Anna went out too, but not very often. It was just something that happened.


    A few years earlier, Rachel wondered if there were more hidden doors and started examining the rest of the wall closely, when no one was watching. She found two more doors, hidden behind bushes that clearly had not been disturbed in years. Bushes all along the outside of the wall hid all three doors and finding them with the naked eye was impossible.


    This night Catherin was inside the cottage. She sat on Rachel’s bed, watched her roll up two yellow Ferguson plaids and tie the bundle with twine. “Kevin will kill the lads who hurt the woman and the child. He promised me.”


    Rachel wasn’t sure why Catherin said that, but she was sure her mother was right; Kevin would kill them.


    “Rachel, sit by me for a moment.”


    She was dressed, almost ready to go, and there was time so she did as her mother requested.


    Catherin held her hand out, turned it palm up and opened it. Inside was a small blue stone. “Take the stone. If you are captured, try to send the stone to us. Trust a lass to bring it.”


    “How will I know which lass to trust?”


    “Say these words exactly and say it in English, not Gaelic. Say: ‘God condemns the soul of a lad who hurts a lass or a child.’ Can you remember it?”


    “Yes mother. What if none of the lasses speak English?”


    “My sister lives with the Fergusons.”


    “I did not know you had a sister.”


    “I have three. She is the only one I have managed to find over the years, and I have met her often in the woods. When she hears the words, she will know who you are and she will help you.”


    Rachel took the stone, pulled out her dagger, dropped the stone to the bottom of the sheath, and replaced the dagger. She grabbed her bow, checked to make sure she had a full count of arrows and kissed her mother on the cheek. “I will come back, I promise you.”


    


    It was dark and the last of the families were still coming across the bridge when Rachel walked out. Once she was across, she turned to look back at the Keep. Kevin and Connor were standing on the landing watching her and her mother was headed up the steps to join her sister in prayer. She was relieved to see Kevin wasn’t going to let Connor go with her. She turned back around, searched the woods with her eyes, looked up at the sky and waited for a dark cloud to cover the half moon.


    When the moon came back out, Rachel was gone and Kevin remembered to take a forgotten breath. He watched as the drawbridge was raised, and then glanced at Connor and smiled. He wasn’t sure the young man would ever take air again. “She needs you, Connor, she just does not know it yet.”


    “What makes you think she will choose me?”


    “Rachel is convinced she hates you.”


    “Of that, I am well aware.”


    “Aye, but she notices no other lad.” He watched Connor’s eyes begin to brighten. “Come, I will finish telling you how to win her and try to save you the trouble I had.”


    Both men went back into the great hall, sat down at the long table and Kevin began, “The truth is, I was a foolish young lad when Anna became my wife. I wanted sons and considered little else. Perhaps someday Anna will tell you what happened, but for now, I tell you this: Once I loved her, I was determined not to let her out of my sight. I thought I would die without her, but Anna taught me a lad cannot keep a lass unless she wants to be kept. He must honor her, trust her and listen to her. Most of all, he must be willing to let her go. Do you understand?”


    Connor wrinkled his brow, “Not in the least.”


    “Allow me to put it another way. To win Rachel’s heart, you must set her free. If you try to control her, she will hate you for it and you will lose her.”


    


    Rachel was right, once she walked through the gate to the Ferguson hold, no one paid any attention to her. Instead of the large, well-kept MacGreagor structure, the Ferguson hold was much smaller and the grounds had not been cleaned recently. They need Kevin, she thought. Kevin used cleaning duties to punish the children when they needed to think about their crimes. The older the child and the bigger the crime, the longer they cleaned. Lying or stealing meant a full week of cleaning up after the horses and Rachel remembered that duty well.


    She saw very few flowers around the cottages in the Ferguson hold. Their stable didn’t have a roof and some of the people needed a bath in the worst way. But the Fergusons seemed happy.


    Rachel had been inside for more than an hour and was about to leave when she spotted a woman watching her. She tried to ignore the woman, and when she glanced at her a second time, the woman was slightly shaking her head, as if to warn her of something. Rachel lowered her eyes to signal she understood and when she raised them again, the woman disappeared into the crowd.


    


    It was an excruciating hour...after hour...after hour before Rachel finally opened the door to the Keep and walked into the great hall. Her clothes were sopping wet, her hair was a mess, most of her arrows were gone and she still wore the Ferguson plaid. As soon as she saw him, she ran into the arms of the man she’d called father for as long as she could remember.


    Justin held her tight until she let go and stepped away. “We are very happy to have you back, Lass. I must go relieve your mother and sister of their worry.”


    Rachel nodded, watched him hurry up the stairs and then turned to Kevin. “They nearly caught me.”


    “Were you frightened?” Connor couldn’t help asking.


    Kevin rolled his eyes and Rachel tried to kick Connor in the shin, but Kevin caught her around the waist before she could. “Rachel, did you see the children?”


    It took a moment to calm down enough to answer. “Nay, I do not believe they have them. I saw no injured lads either.” She wasn’t finished glaring at Connor, but finally turned to face Kevin. “The children must still be hiding in the forest.” She looked up, watched her family come down the stairs and smiled reassuringly.


    “Are you positive they do not have the boys?”


    “Kevin, their hold is nothing like ours. They have no moat, their wall is made of wood and I firmly believe a strong wind would knock it down. I could not search every cottage, but I did look in the doors of the ones I thought were the most likely. It is a warm night and all the doors were open. When I arrived, they were celebrating something and there were torches everywhere. Many of the women and children were in the courtyard, the gates were wide open and people were coming and going just like always. I walked right in and right back out. No one tried to stop me.” She was wondering why she hadn’t mentioned the woman when Connor broke her concentration.


    “I thought you said they almost caught you.”


    Rachel didn’t even look at him. “Connor, do you wake up stupid or does it creep up on you later in the day?”


    Kevin tried hard not to laugh, but Anna did, Catherin did and Justin was nearly doubled over. The only ones not laughing were Connor and Rachel, who both folded their arms defiantly. “Go on, Rachel,” said Kevin.


    “Well, they do not look like they are expecting us to attack or are preparing for war. I saw no extra guards at all. After I left, I watched them from the woods for a long time. If they noticed me, I wanted to see if they would increase the guard once they thought I was gone. They did not.”


    Justin asked, “Are you cold, Lass? You are wet from head to toe.”


    “Nay, father. I would have been back sooner if that dim-witted boy had not spotted one of my Ferguson plaids in the forest. I took two just in case I needed another. He seemed to think if he looked hard enough, he would find a naked lass somewhere. He sure wanted a good look and muttered the same out loud. I could not move from my hiding place until he gave up and it took a long time.”


    “Did you bring your plaids back?” Anna wanted to know.


    “I brought everything back. I lost my arrows in the moat, but I can get them tomorrow.” She glared at Connor, daring him to offer to get them for her.


    Connor didn’t say a word.


    


    


    CHAPTER III


    


    After Justin took Catherin and Rachel back to their cottage and Anna went to bed, Connor wanted to know how Rachel got back in.


    Kevin shook his head. “I do not believe you heard a word I said. You challenged Rachel’s courage and her honesty.” He sighed. “You fight well, but you do not yet understand people. Justin is a wise lad, because he learned to see what is in a lad’s heart by watching his eyes and carefully listening to his words. You would be wise to do the same. As for Rachel, you will have to learn the hard way and we will all enjoy watching it. My wife and I have made a wager. I think she will marry you. Anna does not think Rachel will let you live that long.”


    


    Justin slept late the next morning. When he opened his eyes, Catherin had her head on his chest. From the beginning, Catherin liked to listen to his heart when she was frightened. She found comfort in it and he certainly didn’t mind. It gave him plenty of excuses to hold her, especially before she finally agreed to be his wife.


    She was a complicated woman with dark memories that sometimes clouded her mind and invaded her sleep. By rights, she could justify a mountain of self-pity, but Catherin was a strong woman who made up her mind to have a happy life, and for the most part, they were both content. It was just that sometimes, she needed to hear his heart. He wrapped both arms around her.


    “If you move, I will never cook for you again.”


    He smiled. “You know we will protect you from the Fergusons, so it must be something else. Is it Rachel?”


    “Anna thinks Rachel is beginning to remember. I think something frightened her. Do you know what it was?”


    “Rachel believes she is afraid of nothing, but I will ask Connor. He is never far from her.”


    Catherin smiled. “They are fun to watch. Does Kevin say it was fun to watch us fall in love? Anna laughs about it.”


    “We must have been quite a sight. I was in love with you the moment you kissed my neck. You took a bit longer.”


    “A whole year longer and then I was not quite convinced. If you had not let me hear your heart whenever I wanted, it would have taken a lot longer.”


    “I would have let you break my head if I thought it would help. Where is Rachel?”


    “Gone. She left to look for the arrows she lost in the moat last night.”


    “Do you intend to keep all those clothes on?”


    


    Rachel wanted her arrows back, but she didn’t want to have to jump in the moat to get them. She walked along the outside edge searching and searching, but couldn’t find a one. Before she realized it, Connor was standing right in front of her. If Connor was a handsome man, Rachel was going to be the last woman on earth to notice. His ability to sneak up on her unheard was getting on her nerves, and she put her hands on her hips.


    He found her fury rewarding. “How did you get back inside the wall last night?”


    “I walked across the bridge.”


    “I did not hear it put down.”


    “That is very sad. I fear your hearing will completely go before you are twenty.”


    “I am twenty now.”


    “Indeed? I thought you were much, much younger -- a little boy even. You are in my way, move!”


    “Kevin wants you back inside, it is not safe.”


    “Oh, all right.” She huffed and started back toward the bridge. Then she suddenly stopped, turned around and threw her arms around his neck, “We are being watched.”


    He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. “I know. Do you want me to kiss you? It might help convince them we have not noticed.”


    “I would rather die.”


    “If we do not get back inside soon, you may get your wish.”


    “Pretend to chase me.” She threw her head back and laughed. Then she pulled away and started running. She kept laughing, he kept smiling and as soon as they were across the bridge, the guards started to raise it. Connor and Rachel didn’t stop running until they were up the steps and on the landing of the Keep where Kevin was waiting.


    “Did you see them?” Kevin asked.


    Connor answered, “They wear Ferguson plaids.”


    “How many?”


    “Ten,” said Connor.


    “Fifteen,” Rachel countered. “There were some behind us as well.”


    When they heard a long, soft whistle, they followed Kevin inside and up the stairs, to a nearly empty bedchamber on the opposite end of the balcony from the one he shared with Anna. It once belonged to his parents and he rarely ever entered it, but this room had the only window that faced the front of the village. With Connor and Rachel right behind him, Kevin walked to the window, pulled the curtain aside and spotted someone walking up the road toward them.


    “It is a lass,” Rachel muttered, “And she walks alone.”


    “Aye and she wears a Ferguson plaid,” said Kevin. He watched the woman come to the end of the road and stop in front of the moat. He watched her for a moment more, and then searched the woods behind her with his eyes. The Ferguson men were well hidden.


    “It is a trick to tempt us to lower the bridge,” said Connor.


    “Aye. Take ten lads, climb the ladders and look over the wall. We must know if we are surrounded.” He waited for Connor’s nod and turned his attention back to the woman outside. All the families were inside the wall, everything was being handled and there was no reason not to just wait for the woman to say or do something. The Ferguson woman only stood there, looking up at the window.


    A while later, Justin came in and stood behind Rachel at the window. “What do you think she wants?”


    Rachel shrugged.


    “I have no idea,” Kevin answered.


    Said Justin, “Connor has the lads on the wall, but they report seeing nothing so far.”


    “Good.” Still Kevin waited. An hour passed, the woman sat down on the dirt road, and it was clear she had no intention of leaving. Still, she did not say or do anything to indicate what she wanted.


    Connor finally came back carrying two chairs, but none of them wanted to move from their positions at the window. Nevertheless, he was more than happy to sit down. “I changed the guard.”


    “Change them every hour until dark,” said Kevin.


    When Rachel left for a few minutes, Justin turned to Connor. “My wife wants to know if something frightened Rachel yesterday.”


    Connor thought about it for a moment. “She did not seem frightened. She let me get close to her for the first time.”


    Kevin looked amazed. “She let you get close to her? Have you looked for injuries?” Justin chuckled and Connor rolled his eyes just before Rachel walked back in.


    Another hour passed. The afternoon shadows were steadily growing longer and would soon cover the woman outside. Finally, she stood up and turned toward the trees. She said something and the two missing MacGreagor boys ran out of the forest to her.


    When the boys appeared, Kevin closed his eyes. Tired of standing, he finally took a seat next to Connor and left Justin and Rachel at the window. “First the Fergusons kill a man, a lass and a child. Then they return the missing boys. Why?”


    “It is a trick still,” Connor mumbled.


    Justin wrinkled his brow. “Perhaps, something has gone wrong and they are not yet ready to fight us.”


    “We cannot just leave the boys outside the wall. They must be terrified,” Rachel said.


    Finally, the Ferguson woman cupped her hands and shouted in Gaelic, “The Fergusons did not do this. We found the boys hiding in the woods.”


    Kevin and Connor walked to the window while Justin thoughtfully rubbed the side of his face. “Our lads saw no Fergusons when they searched the woods. The boys would have come to us when we called out if they could.”


    Rachel turned to Kevin, but kept one eye on Connor. “Kevin, let me go get them.” She expected Connor to say no again, but this time he kept quiet.


    Kevin frowned. “There are at least fifteen Fergusons in the woods, what could you do?”


    “The children know English. I will tell them to run to me in the forest, and then I will hide them until it is safe to bring them inside.”


    “It might work,” Justin admitted.


    Connor added, “She knows all the hiding places.”


    Rachel was puzzled. Of course, she knew all the hiding places and so did he -- he’d followed her often enough and now, he sounded as though he was on her side. She swore she would never understand the way his mind worked.


    “Rachel is not the only one who speaks English,” Kevin said to Justin.


    “Aye, but she is the only one who knows the secret.”


    Kevin wasn’t convinced. “One of us could go.”


    Justin shook his head, “The Fergusons would love getting their hands on you, and my English is not that good. Besides, we are far too large and with two children, we cannot easily hide.”


    Rachel’s neck was starting to hurt from repeatedly looking up at one tall man and then the other.


    “There could be two hundred lads waiting in the forest,” said Kevin.


    She realized that was true. “I will go all the way to the loch and come up behind them. If there are too many I will come back without the boys, I promise.”


    Kevin studied Rachel’s eyes and finally nodded. “Not until it is dark enough.”


    When she was gone, Kevin looked out the window again and put a hand on Justin’s shoulder. “Tell our wives what is happening. If they object, there is still time to stop her.” He watched Justin leave and again turned his attention back to the woman and boys outside the wall.


    Connor was certain Rachel’s mother and sister would refuse their permission this time. Rachel’s plan was sound, but Kevin was right -- there could be two hundred Fergusons hiding in the woods. Convinced it would not happen, he relaxed and waited until Justin came back.


    “Anna said they would never keep Rachel from going out,” Justin said.


    Kevin seemed to, but Connor didn’t understand at all. They were willing to let her go, knowing she would be in even more danger than the night before? Why? He knew of no other mother who would allow it. He wondered too, if Kevin would even ask any other mother. No, Kevin would simply order it done.


    


    Rachel suspected Kevin would ask permission and was listening from her hiding place under the stairs. She heard the consent, walked out the door and quietly closed it behind her. She continued down the steps, across the courtyard, up the path and disappeared into her cottage.


    Then she walked to the small window, pulled the curtain back, folded her arms and leaned against the wall. It wasn’t long until Connor rounded the corner and headed up the path. When he passed her cottage, he didn’t even look her direction. He seemed deeply troubled and she’d never seen that look before.


    Rachel had nothing better to do, so she decided to follow him. He didn’t go to his cottage as she thought he would and instead kept right on walking. He turned up one path and then chose another until he reached a large garden area where the clan grew vegetables and herbs. Because he didn’t sit down on a log, Rachel expected him to turn around and come back, so she slipped behind a bush. He didn’t turn around. He walked behind a tree trunk and didn’t come out the other side. She waited for several minutes, but he still didn’t come out.


    What in the world was he doing? She could try to get closer, but on the other side of the tree was the wall and there was no way to see him unless she approached from either side. If she tried that, he was sure to spot her. There was only one thing left to do. She boldly walked through the garden and was only a couple of feet away when she heard his voice.


    “So, you have finally found my hiding place.”


    She cautiously moved around the tree and found him sitting with his back against the trunk examining his dagger. “I was not aware you had a need to hide.”


    “All people need a quiet place to think from time to time. You prefer that rock by the loch.”


    She folded her arms. “You have a cottage all to yourself, why not do your thinking there?”


    “Sometimes I do, but ‘tis not the same as being outside in the good air.”


    “What could you possibly have to think about anyway?”


    “Sit down, Smudges, and I will tell you.”


    She was reluctant, but finally chose a place where she could lean against the wall opposite him. Then she sat down and judged the distance. She was just far enough away to keep him from grabbing her hand. “I am too old to be called Smudges.”


    “I will try to remember that.”


    He agreed a little too easily, but she dismissed it. “So, what do you think about?”


    “Many things. I think about a war with the Fergusons, for one.”


    “We could not possibly lose, could we?”


    “I think not. The MacGreagors are better trained than most of the other clans. Still…”


    “What?”


    He put his dagger away and folded his arms. “Some will die.”


    “But not MacGreagors.”


    “Aye, even MacGreagors. If we think the Fergusons are weak, which we do, some of us will make mistakes.”


    It was not something Rachel spent much time considering and she didn’t want to consider it now. “What else do you have to think about?”


    “Well, I think about having a wife someday; a loving wife who will smile when I come back from the hunt and she sees I am safe.”


    He wasn’t grinning when he said it as though he meant to taunt her. He wasn’t even smiling, but it was not her favorite subject so Rachel looked away.


    Connor couldn’t believe they were actually having a normal conversation. First, she let him get closer to her and now she was talking to him instead of glaring. “What do you think about?”


    “If you must know, I have a thousand questions. I think about my questions.”


    “What sort of questions?”


    “You would not understand.”


    “Oh, they are those questions.”


    “Nay, they are not those questions. I wonder about...I sometimes think about a dark place, but I do not know where it is. It is far away from here, of that I am certain.” She wasn’t sure she should mention it, but one particular question had plagued her for weeks. “If I ask you something, do you promise to be honest?”


    “I give you my word; I will never lie to you.”


    “Do you remember when I first came here?”


    Connor smiled. “I was young, but I remember my father being very happy. I believe we waited a long time for a mistress and everyone loved your sister.”


    “Oh.” Rachel still looked greatly disturbed.


    “What is it?”


    “I thought perhaps I was the baby they found outside the wall.”


    “Nay, Rachel, you came to us later. I was the one who found the baby. Kevin sent inquiries to all the nearest clans, but none came to claim her. Emily and Dan took her in and named her Charlet.”


    Rachel looked stunned. “Charlet? I never knew that. Does she know?”


    “Aye, she says she is happy here and loves Emily and Dan. Have you more questions or should I tell you what else I think about?”


    She picked up a small stone and tossed it away. “What?”


    “I think about having a wife to talk to at night.”


    “What sort of things would you talk about?”


    “Oh, little things like what the children did that made her laugh or which man Charlet has turned her attention to next.”


    That made Rachel smile. “She wants you and will have no other.”


    “Aye, she has said the same to me. By the way, how did you get back inside the wall?”


    Rachel suddenly remembered she was still mad at him. “Did you know it was a horse? Of course you did, you tricked me!”


    He defiantly narrowed his eyes, “Do you mean to say, Rachel MacGreagor, that you did not know it was a horse?”


    She got to her feet. “I...“


    “Of course you did. It is just as I thought. You will use any excuse to get close to me.”


    She couldn’t leave fast enough and didn’t realize her fists were still clenched until she was almost home.


    Connor sighed. The war with Rachel was back on, he guessed.


    


    It was at last dark enough to slip outside the wall. This time Rachel didn’t have to hold the Ferguson plaids out of the water to keep them from getting wet and swimming the moat was much easier. Just as she promised, she was careful to take the long way around to the loch and then come back toward the Keep.


    It was slow going. She held daggers in both hands, expected men to be everywhere and stopped often to see if she could hear them breathe, smell them or feel any movement. She saw no one and moved on to the next hiding place. Again and again, she moved closer to the Keep and still she saw no men. If they were there, they were very good at keeping quiet.


    What she could hear was the woman and the boys talking in Gaelic. The six and seven-year old boys were complaining of hunger and wanted to go home. The woman seemed kind and told them as soon as the bridge was down they could eat. The boys were not convinced the bridge was coming down anytime soon.


    Rachel moved closer and located a large rock with bushes near it not too far from the road. She put her daggers away and got ready to catch the boys. Then she took a deep breath and remembered to speak English. “Boys, run to me...keep running...follow the sound of my voice...run this way...hurry.” She could hear them coming, grabbed the oldest boy first and then caught the younger. With lightning speed, she hid them between the bushes and the rock. Then she crouched down beside them and prayed no one could hear the way her thundering heart was beating. “Be very quiet,” she whispered.


    She fully expected to hear warriors coming and held her breath. Instead, she only heard the voice of the woman. The Ferguson woman walked to the edge of the forest and tried to see them, but it was too dark. “Smudges, tell the woman with the blue stone we are well.”


    Kevin couldn’t see her, but heard the woman’s words and instantly knew what had happened. “Rachel has the boys. Connor, go to Catherin and tell her to show you the secret. You are not to tell anyone about it, do you understand?” In the blink of an eye, Connor was gone.


    


    “Be very quiet,” Rachel whispered again. She took each by the hand and got ready to take them through the forest. “No matter what, you must not make a sound.” If the boys nodded, she wasn’t able to see them. She decided to take a shorter route and moved them from hiding place to hiding place, stopping each time to watch and listen. But she heard no sounds other than the wind and the normal rustle of small animals.


    Finally, they came to the place where the edge of the forest was nearest the moat and the hidden door. She made the oldest boy stay in the trees and took the youngest to the edge of the moat.


    Nothing could have surprised her more than Connor’s voice whispering to her from the water. She didn’t hesitate. Rachel handed the boy down to him, slipped back into the forest and waited. Someone shouted in the courtyard, someone else moaned loudly and she suddenly realized how quiet it had been inside since the Ferguson woman first arrived. To help her, Kevin ordered distractions. A metal pot rolled down the hill, a door slammed and a child cried.


    When she got the older boy to the moat, Connor was there again. He must have handed the younger one to her mother and she looked, but if the door was open, there was no light inside the wall. It was another thing she was glad Kevin thought of. All the children were taught to swim. Still, it was very dark and she would need to make the boy hang on to her so he wouldn’t end up going the wrong way. Instead, she was able to hand him to Connor. As quietly as she could, she slipped into the water and when she swam to the other side, Connor was out, reached down and helped her climb out.


    She was about to follow him in and pull the door closed when she realized he now knew even this secret. She was not pleased, but she might as well show him the rest. She would have enjoyed the look of complete surprise when she took hold of his hand, but it was too dark to see his face. She rose up on tiptoe and whispered, “To enter from the outside, you must know the feel of the stones.” She turned his hand over and placed it first on a rough stone, moved it across to a smooth stone and then a second smooth stone. Abruptly, she let go of his hand.


    There were actually two doors, one on each side of the wall with a three-foot tunnel between them. Both were made of wood with mortar on one side that held the stones in place. Each had a leather strap affixed to the top and the bottom, making it easy to push out without letting it fall or to pull back in place from inside the wall. Finger holes had been chipped out of the stones allowing the removal of the doors when they were closed. She found the sections heavy and had to slide them, but Connor had no trouble lifting them. To her vexation, that was something he could do much better than she could.


    Once inside the cottage, she kissed her mother’s cheek. “Your sister said to say they are all well.”


    “I am relieved.” Catherin sat on the bed and was starting to get the boys out of their wet clothing.


    Rachel knelt down and wrapped her arms around both boys. “You have been very brave and Kevin will be pleased. Did the Fergusons take you?” Both boys nodded.


    The oldest boy pouted. “We are not supposed to tell.”


    “What did they threaten to do if you told?”


    “Kill all of you.”


    “That will never happen, I promise.” Rachel was out the door in a flash and racing down the path, across the courtyard and up the steps with Connor right behind her. She was about to open the door to the great hall when she paused to look at him. In English she said, “Thank you.”


    In perfect English, he returned, “You are quite welcome.” He smiled and she rolled her eyes.


    She was almost completely out of breath when she reached Kevin and had to wait a moment before she gave her report. “I saw not one warrior in the forest, not one. The boys said the Fergusons took them, but threatened to kill the rest of us if they told.”


    


    


    CHAPTER IV


    


    After two nights of little sleep, morning came far too quickly for Kevin, yet he was up early. Thomas, once a MacGreagor and Kevin’s first in command, was married to Kevin’s sister, Katie. When the Cameron laird died, the Cameron clan needed a wise, strong man to lead them and since his mother had been a Cameron, Thomas was the natural choice.


    For years, Kevin and Thomas remained good friends and were happy to spend time with each other. It was their habit to meet early on the third morning of the week at the top of the hill beyond the meadow. On this day, when Kevin didn’t show up or send someone to explain, Thomas knew something was wrong.


    In the company of his usual guards, Laird Cameron sat on his horse on the rise of the hill and watched the window of Kevin’s bedchamber. Finally, Kevin appeared and Thomas was relieved to see him. Still, when Kevin raised both arms high above his head as though he were stretching, Thomas’ fears were confirmed -- something was wrong.


    Thomas reached an arm out to the south to ask if it was the English. Kevin only lowered his arms. Then Thomas pointed North and Kevin did nothing. Thomas held the land to the west so he knew it was the Fergusons east of the MacGreagors. “I am not surprised,” Thomas muttered.


    Thomas put his right arm out, bent at the elbow to ask if they had enough food and water. When Kevin bent forward four times, the answer was ‘yes,’ they had enough food and water for four more days. Thomas waited, but when Kevin left the window, he had the final answer. Kevin didn’t think they needed his help -- not yet anyway.


    His anger was beginning to build. “Prepare for war,” Thomas commanded. He told two of his men to stay out of sight and watch the MacGreagors. Then he led the rest of them toward home. There was much to do and little time to do it. After dark, he would be back and he would use Catherin’s secret to find out what the devil was going on.


    


    Rachel didn’t mean to sleep so late, but it was nearly noon before her eyes opened. Her mother and stepfather weren’t home, probably so they wouldn’t wake her and it was very thoughtful of them. She took her time dressing and made a noon meal of bread and honey.


    Then she opened the door and stepped out only to find Connor sitting on a log across the path from her cottage. “What could you possibly want?”


    “I am waiting for an apology.”


    She put her hands on her hips and glared. “Well, far be it for me to interrupt your waiting.” She turned and headed up the path.


    He was quick, but not quick enough to take her hand before she turned. Her back was to him now and he knew better than to grab her from behind. She could and would hurt him -- he had a scar to prove it.


    That occasion was the only time in his life Kevin gave him a stern talking to. Kevin was furious and roared that no man was ever to grab a MacGreagor woman from behind. He was to put his hands behind his back in a non-threatening manner and talk instead. It wasn’t Kevin’s fury that bothered Connor so much; a mere woman managed to damage him and that embarrassed him to the core.


    He wondered for a second, if putting his arm around Rachel from behind that day in the forest frightened her, but he dismissed the thought. Walking behind her now put him at a disadvantage. He couldn’t tell if she had a dagger in her right hand, her left hand, or both. “Rachel, I am missing a dagger.”


    She didn’t bother to turn around. “Perhaps you misplaced it.”


    “Perhaps you have it.”


    “Perhaps I do not.”


    “It was my father’s dagger and I want it back.”


    She stopped and turned around. “Oh that’s right, your father died. How did he die again?”


    “You know very well what happened. A Cameron accidentally shot an arrow through his heart.”


    “I remember now.” She started up the path again. Some of the women planted flowers in front of the cottages and without Connor behind her; she might have taken the time to admire them. “We nearly went to war over that. Fortunately, Laird Cameron came to Kevin completely unarmed and offered his life for your father’s. Kevin was very impressed, but I might have killed the lad.”


    “I do not doubt that. Tell me, what other stolen property do you have?”


    For a second time, she stopped, turned around and faced him. “Why would I tell you?”


    “You were willing to brag about it last night.”


    Her ire was steadily rising and she clenched her fists. “I do not brag!”


    He smiled. At least she didn’t have a dagger in either hand.


    His smile made her madder still, but she hid it and released her closed hands. She put them behind her back, smiled and looked up at him. “Did you like holding me yesterday?”


    “Nay.” He hoped to wipe the smirk right off her face. Instead, she had a twinkle in her eye.


    “In that case, I will take care it never happens again.”


    “Oh, it will happen again. You can hardly keep from doing it again now.” Just as it looked like she was about to wrap her arms around his neck, he stepped back.


    She laughed. “Why Connor, you are not as stupid as I thought.”


    “Nay, I am not.” This time he was the one to turn around and walk away. “Forget about the dagger. I took it this morning while you slept.” He didn’t look back to see her shock, but he was mindful to notice if she started to attack. She didn’t and he felt very smug indeed.


    


    Charlet found Rachel sitting on a log in the vegetable garden. Rachel was not overly friendly, Charlet knew, but neither was she rude to any of the younger girls, so Charlet felt comfortable enough to sit down and fold her hands in her lap.


    “Are you lost?”


    “Nay, I was looking for Connor.” She let out a very long sigh. “I love him so.”


    “Connor is in the high council with Kevin.”


    “Oh.” She smoothed the side of her hair, separated part and began nervously twisting it. “Do you love Connor?”


    “Are you daft? I would sooner love Angus.”


    Charlet looked immensely relieved. “Connor is a very handsome lad. I would not blame you for loving him, but I would rather you not.”


    Rachel put a sisterly arm around the young girl’s shoulders. A plan was just beginning to form in her mind. “If you want him, you will have to be very clever.”


    “How so? I thought if you wanted a lad, he would...well, he would see and want you back. There are far more lads than lasses, you know.”


    “I am not practiced, but I doubt it is that easy. Athena said a lass must tempt a lad.”


    “Tempt him how?”


    “Well, she did say one way is to wash your hair and then rub flower petals on it so it smells good.”


    “I see.” Charlet remained deep in thought for a moment. “How do I get close enough for him to smell my hair?”


    That made Rachel wrinkle her brow. It was a problem she had never considered before. “Well, perhaps you could...”


    “What?”


    “I am thinking.”


    “Oh.”


    “I have it. Pretend to fall and hurt your ankle. Perhaps he will carry you home and...”


    “Smell my hair!” With sheer joy, Charlet jumped up and ran down the path toward her cottage.


    “That should keep him busy for a while.”


    


    Connor wasn’t really listening to the discussion from his seat at the table in the Great Hall. The men were talking about the different methods the Fergusons might choose to defeat them and his mind kept drifting. As he always seemed to be, he was thinking about Rachel. The memory of her being in danger and outside the wall without him was unbearable and he never wanted to feel like that again. At least it was over and she was safe. Now all he had to do was find a way to make her admit she loved him.


    He could pretend he no longer wanted her, and give his full attention to another woman. No, he couldn’t do that; he promised never to lie to her. Besides, he couldn’t think of any other woman he wanted to spend that much time with. He might ask her sister what to do, but why would she help him? If Rachel married him, Anna would lose her wager with Kevin. Connor was looking down and biting his lip when he vaguely heard someone say his name. When he finally looked up, Kevin was standing right in front of him.


    “Son, you have let that lass addle your brain.”


    


    Kevin and his five most trusted men had been in council for hours and Rachel was glad she didn’t have to deal with Connor, who seemed to always be everywhere she went. For a moment, she remembered how it felt to be in his arms. Oh why did she have to think of that! She shuddered and took a different path between the many cottages. Walking always helped her think.


    Earlier, she checked and Connor’s dagger was gone. How did he dare enter her cottage while she slept? She didn’t hear him or even feel his nearness. She had been too tired, but it was no excuse and she scolded herself harshly.


    And how could he be so sure she wouldn’t tell Kevin? The answer to the second question came quickly. If she told on Connor, Kevin would know she stole the dagger to begin with. That would not be good, not good at all. Stealing from other clans was one thing, stealing from a MacGreagor could get her a week of horse cleaning duty. She would remember in the future not to do that again.


    The families were busy as usual. Children played, women cooked and men sharpened their swords. Rachel’s mother, she knew, had her wet clothing hanging in front of the stone hearth to dry. Catherin liked to keep busy and normally didn’t give Rachel many chores, so she had nothing much to do.


    She invited some of the women to train with her, but they were too mournful over the slain family. For the first time she could remember, she couldn’t go outside the wall and it bothered her. She didn’t know why.


    Rachel wandered around a while longer and then went home, but Catherin wasn’t inside. The back door was open and soon she spotted her mother standing outside staring at the bush in front of the hidden door. The two people Rachel never snuck up on were her mother and sister. It caused them an enormous amount of terror, so she learned years ago never to do it. She began to loudly hum, walked to her mother and looked at the bush to see if she could discover something amiss. Everything looked the same. “Mother, what is it?”


    “I cannot go out.”


    “It is not safe just now.”


    “I know.”


    Rachel put an arm around her mother’s waist and smiled when she noticed her sister coming out to join them. She usually remained quiet when her mother and sister were together, because they had some sort of special bond. She didn’t feel left out, but she was always intensely interested in observing the bond.


    “Aren’t the two of you a sight,” Anna said, “standing there looking at a bush.”


    Their mother smiled, turned and hugged Anna. “It has grown much taller.”


    “Much, much taller.”


    Catherin’s expression became confused then. “I have the need to go out.”


    “So do I. But mother, Kevin promised no one would hurt us and he has kept his word these thirteen years.”


    Catherin nodded and put her head on Anna’s shoulder. “Tell me again.”


    Rachel expected the same story she had heard in English since she was a child, but this time it began differently.


    “The King killed him,” said Anna.


    “But not before he suffered,” Catherin added.


    “Aye. Do you want to know how much he suffered?”


    “Nay, it is enough to know he did.”


    Rachel had not heard that before and when she started to ask who, Anna shot her a warning look, so she remained quiet. They were all three staring at the bush, but none of them really saw it.


    Anna continued, “We went back and burned the house. We saw the servants safe and rode horses. We swam, and hugged Rachel, and cried, and laughed, and nearly drove poor Harold daft. Then we came back, the lads built this cottage and put the door in the wall so we could go out any time we wanted.”


    Catherin said, “I want to go out now.”


    “So do I -- in the worst way. It is the first time we have not been allowed.”


    “Would Kevin stop us?”


    “I think this time he would, but not to punish us, to keep us safe. And not only us, Mother, but all the others. We must not let the enemy know there is a door.”


    “I keep telling myself that, but it is not helping.”


    “Would it help if you stayed in the Keep for a while? You can see outside the wall from the windows and staying busy has always helped us.”


    “We cannot leave Rachel, someone might...”


    “I pity the man who tries.”


    Catherin grinned. “So do I. We have taught her well.”


    “Indeed we have. We have taught her to do things other women would find unthinkable, and she will not hesitate should the need arise.”


    “I miss Athena, she was a good woman. Do you think Thresher will ever come back?”


    Anna closed her eyes for a moment remembering her beloved black stallion. “I think my horse found his true love and is off making colts and living free. I would have it no other way.”


    


    “Of course, they noticed her,” Connor was saying to the council. “She is bonnie, what lad would not notice her?”


    “Aye,” the others agreed.


    Justin stroked his beard. “She does not know she is bonnie.”


    Finlay asked, “How did she get back inside the wall?”


    Gordon said, “She has found a way under it.”


    Kevin ignored them. “I would much rather send a lad, but she is little and can hide in places a lad cannot. We have nine hundred thirty-six people, half of them children, depending on us to make the right decision. We must know if they prepare to attack. Rachel avoided the Fergusons last night, but can she do it again?”


    Justin’s arms were folded and his muscles were tense. “She has risked her life twice already. If anything happens to her, it would kill her mother and Anna.”


    


    Rachel had never before entered the great hall when the council was in session, and she might not have this day, if she hadn’t been concerned about the strange actions of her mother and sister. Through the closed back door, she heard Connor say someone was beautiful. After that, she couldn’t help but listen and realized they were talking about her. She moved closer to the door and heard Justin’s voice. He was against her going out again to spy on the Fergusons and she was not about to let that go unchallenged. She opened the door and stepped in.


    Connor spotted her even before Kevin did. He decided this time he would see if he could read what she was thinking and not interfere.


    “Rachel, what is it?” Kevin asked.


    “They are staring at a bush.”


    Kevin and Justin knew exactly what she was talking about, but Connor and the others looked confused. Rachel walked to her father and stood before him. “They have been there for an hour. If we do not give them relief, and soon, they will go daft. I do not know why they do it, but their eyes are urgent. They are not even speaking now; they only stare.”


    “Who?” asked Angus.


    “My wife and her mother.” Kevin answered


    Gordon frowned, “War frightens all lasses.”


    Said Justin, “They are not frightened of anything save losing their freedom. When the bridge is up, they cannot go out.”


    “But the bridge is up every night, and...” Gordon began.


    Kevin raised his hand to silence them. He turned his back, walked to a far wall, put his right arm high against it and lowered his head to think.


    Justin studied each of the faces in the room. Naturally, he and Kevin remembered what happened thirteen years ago and so did Angus. Clymer died, Thomas was now the laird over the Cameron Clan and he took Katie with him. Gordon was close to Justin’s same age, but didn’t live with the MacGreagors at the time. Finley might have heard something. Rachel knew nothing and he doubted Connor did either. Of course, gossip was a great form of entertainment, but after all this time most of the gossip was just plain wrong.


    Still, none of them had witnessed Anna and Catherin’s distress and could not possibly understand. But Kevin had and Justin imagined Kevin was doing the same thing he was -- swearing under his breath -- that scunner!


    It was several moments before Kevin came back to the table. “There are many others to consider. My wife and her mother will understand their need is not greater.”


    Rachel was appalled. “Kevin, they will go daft and so will I. You need to send someone out and I have a need to go. If you do not let me, I will never belong to the MacGreagors again!”


    Kevin looked wounded. “Rachel, you do not know what you are saying.”


    She turned on him with rage in her eyes. “I know this: you cannot keep me in except by force and if you try, I will find a way out even if I have to wait until the war is ended. Once the bridge is down, I will leave and I will not come back! What will my mother and sister do then?”


    Justin bowed his head. “They will go with you.”


    Finlay was shocked. “Anna is our Mistress and the people love her. She cannot leave us, can she?”


    Kevin’s temper was beginning to rise. “Would you have me keep Anna captive?” He stared into Finlay’s eyes until the man shook his head and looked away. Kevin took a deep breath and made himself relax. “Rachel, why do you have a need to go?”


    She had to think about that. “I do not know. Something...I feel a burning in my heart. It has never happened before, but then, I have never been prevented before.”


    “I see, but what if you are captured?”


    “Mother gave me the blue stone. She has a sister who lives with the Fergusons, and told me to say the words you taught her in English, not Gaelic. Her sister will help me.”


    Justin was surprised to hear his wife had a sister living with the Fergusons, but he set that aside for now. “I am still not convinced. The danger increases each day and a lad could defend himself better.”


    Rachel rolled her eyes. “I have a dagger in my sheath and can strap another to my leg. I can throw a lad as well as Connor and I have another advantage still.”


    Connor finally spoke up, “Aye, she has a way of persuading a lad to do what he should not.” He was almost as surprised he said it, as Rachel looked to hear it.


    “That is an advantage a lad does not have,” Kevin admitted. He waited for Justin’s nod, but Justin was still thinking hard about it so Kevin turned his attention back to Rachel. “Do you promise not to take any foolish chances?”


    “I do. Now that I know they are aware of me, I will be very careful.”


    “They are not like us; they will not hesitate to hurt a woman.”


    “I understand.”


    Kevin looked again, but Justin was still thinking. “You will see only if they prepare for war and come right back. Do nothing more.”


    Connor held his breath. Unless Justin denied him, Kevin was actually going to let her go. Then Justin nodded, Kevin nodded to Rachel and Connor closed his eyes.


    Everyone expected Rachel to run out the door. Instead, she turned to Connor and curtsied long and slow. “I do not believe you have ever complimented me before. Do not ever do it again!” She stood back up and was once more prevented from kicking him in the shin when Kevin grabbed her around the waist.


    After she was gone, Kevin turned to Connor. “How long will you need me to protect you from her?”


    Connor was furious. “She only does it around you and only because she knows you will stop her. Perhaps next time you should stand back ready to catch her instead.” With that, Connor left the great hall.


    “That lad wants to kill you,” said Justin.


    “Aye and I do not blame him.” Kevin watched the other men leave and walked to the table for his goblet of wine. He drank until he emptied it and set it back down on the table.


    Justin grabbed the pitcher and refilled both their goblets. “Do you believe our wives would really leave us?”


    “I do. When I first married Anna, I told her it would please me when she makes this her home. She could rearrange the furnishings, order different food or even throw everything out the window. She changed nothing. At first, I thought it was out of respect for my sister, Katie, who ran the household after our parents died. But after Katie married Thomas and went to the Cameron hold, Anna still changed nothing. It is just the same as it was thirteen years ago. My wife has not yet made this her true home.”


    Justin took a sip of wine. “I am not sure I could let them go this time.”


    “Nay, Rachel is right. We cannot keep them from leaving. All we can do is cherish every moment they stay.”


    “Catherin sometimes describes her despair as a burning in her heart the same as Rachel did just now. Perhaps she is right, Rachel is remembering.”


    “Rachel is filled with anger. I once had to take a wooden sword out of her hand before she killed one of the boys. And just now, I saw that same rage in her eyes. Perhaps remembering is what she needs.”


    “What if Rachel does not come back?”


    Kevin sat down and laced his fingers behind his neck. “If she does not come back, I do not know what our wives will do. I promised no one would hurt the three of them again and I pray I did not just break that promise.”


    “So do I.”


    


    Rachel was sitting on her bed again waiting for dark. It would be a while and she was thinking about taking a nap, when she heard Connor’s voice. She got up, crept to the window and peeked out. Charlet was sitting on the ground holding her left foot. Rachel smiled and strained to listen.


    “I fell,” Charlet said in a pitiful voice. When Connor knelt down to examine her ankle, Charlet grabbed a lock of hair and waved it under his nose.


    Rachel nearly laughed out loud.


    Connor brushed Charlet’s hand away and felt the bones in her ankle, but nothing felt broken or swollen. He suspected it was a trick and decided to teach her a lesson. “This is very serious. I doubt you will be able to walk for a week, maybe two.”


    Charlet was shocked. Not walking meant she wouldn’t see Connor for a very long time. “‘Tis not that bad.”

  


  
    “Nay?”


    She pouted for a moment. “May I ask you a question?”


    “Aye.”


    “Will you marry me?”


    Connor glanced at the window, saw the curtain move a little and knew Rachel was listening. He sat down and crossed his legs. “You will be very becoming when you are older.”


    Without thinking, Charlet sat up and curled both her feet under her. “Do you think so?”


    “I do. Of course, by then I will be a very old man.”


    “How old?”


    “I could well be close to thirty.”


    “That is old.”


    Rachel narrowed her eyes. He told her he was twenty, he was tricking Charlet and she should march right out there and tell her the truth. Rachel suddenly realized she had moved the curtain and looked to see if he noticed. He didn’t.


    “Do you love another?” Charlet was asking.


    Connor had trouble hiding his smile, “I did until today.”


    “Was it Rachel?”


    “Aye, but Rachel never smells like flowers. I believe now I will have to find a bride who does.”


    Rachel rolled her eyes. It would be a cold day in hell before she rubbed flower petals in her hair. In fact, she thought she might try something a lot less pleasant the next time she needed to avoid Connor in the forest. She moved away from the window and sat back down on her bed. Flowers indeed. Then a thought occurred to her and she smiled. Perhaps she would suggest all the young women rub flower petals in their hair -- all except her.


    


    After all the fires were put out and it was dark near the secret door, Rachel went out. Anna and Catherin set aside their need to go out and walked to the Keep to pray for her safety instead. Kevin began to walk the paths for some much needed exercise, while Justin sat down at the table in his darkened cottage, and Connor took up a position on the inside of the wall to wait. It would be another very long night.


    


    


    CHAPTER V


    


    Laird Thomas Cameron wasn’t sure what they would do when he came through the secret passage. The last thing he wanted was to frighten Catherin, but he needed to know how to help the MacGreagors, and the only way to know was to get inside. After he climbed out of the moat, he discovered finding the two smooth stones was not as easy as he thought. It took nearly fifteen minutes to find them and pull the first section of the door out.


    Cautiously, he crept into the short tunnel and stopped. The inside door was closed and Thomas had to remember to speak English, “Catherin?”


    Standing with his back against the wall and his arms folded, Connor thought he heard a voice. He drew his sword and crouched down. Justin heard it too and slipped out of the cottage to help. The voice was coming from inside the wall.


    “Catherin, it is I, Thomas.”


    Relieved, Connor put his sword away and removed the inside door, “You live dangerously.”


    Thomas stepped out and slapped him on the back affectionately, “Go get Kevin.” Connor was quick to obey.


    “Is anything wrong?” asked Justin.


    “That is what I came to find out.”


    Justin smiled and motioned for Thomas to come inside.


    “It is good to see you old friend. What has happened?”


    Not long after Justin finished telling Thomas everything, Connor and Kevin came in. In the dark, they could barely see each other, but Kevin greeted his old friend with a smile, “There is a traitor among us.”


    It was Justin who was the most surprised, “How do you know?”


    “The woman who brought the boys back told us. She is Catherin’s sister.”


    “I did not know Catherin had a sister,” mumbled Thomas.


    “Neither did we,” Justin said.


    Kevin continued, “When Rachel was little she often had smudges of dirt on her face and Justin called her that. In English, the lass called Rachel, ‘Smudges.’ Yet, it was dark and the only way she could have known it was Rachel is if someone told her who to expect.”


    Thomas took a deep breath, “Someone has found one of the doors.”


    “Doors?” Connor asked.


    It was Thomas who answered, “Aye, there are three.”


    Justin said, “We are not the only ones who know about the doors.”


    Kevin agreed. “True. All the elders know, but we made them take a vow not to tell. I can think of no one who would break that vow.”


    “Nor can I.” Suddenly, Justin caught his breath, “Dear God, they must know Rachel is out there again.”


    Connor was horrified. “Kevin, you let her go again knowing we have a traitor?”


    “How could we keep her in? You heard her; she would have gone out anyway. At least this way she knows we depend on her to come right back.”


    Thomas squared his shoulders. “The Camerons will watch the doors at night. We will guard them, find your traitor and silence him.”


    “Good. Just make sure they do not keep a lass from coming in. We must have Rachel back.”


    “Have you a plan for winning this war?” Thomas asked.


    Kevin lowered his voice. “I do. We must first...”


    


    Four hours after Rachel left, Connor slipped through the door in the wall to wait for her. She might need his help climbing out of the moat and he would not let her down. It was another night of pitch black with clouds hiding the moon and he was glad. The noise inside the hold was normal and he strained to hear and feel any movement in the water. He stood for a while, sat for a while and stood again. Still, she didn’t come back. The minutes seemed endless and he stayed all night until the sky began to lighten. He thought about just staying outside the wall now that the Fergusons knew about the doors. However, Kevin wanted everything to look as though the MacGreagors didn’t suspect a traitor, so he reluctantly went back in.


    Where was she? He was starting to feel the hurt in his heart Kevin felt when Anna left, and he didn’t like it one bit. Now Rachel would have to hide all day until it was dark enough for her to come back. She wouldn’t sleep, she wouldn’t eat, she would be exhausted, and there was absolutely nothing he could do about it. Loving Rachel was beginning to tear him apart.


    


    Kevin was up all night as well and he was exhausted. Still, the next morning he knew Thomas would appear again on the hill and he wanted his old friend to know. He waited and as soon as Thomas walked his horse into the clearing, Kevin moved to the window. It was dangerous. Standing at the window made him an easy target for any number of Fergusons hiding in the forest with their bows loaded. His movements were swift. He wiped ashes on both sides of his face and then moved away from the window.


    It took him a moment to understand, but then Thomas caught his breath; Smudges had not come back. He guided his horse out of sight, brought his hand up and ran his fingers through his dark hair. He could still remember how he felt when they feared little Rachel was lost forever. The King killed the scunner and Thomas was more than happy to watch, but it took two long days before they found Rachel in that closet the scunner locked her in.


    Thomas remembered seeing the four-year old run into her mother’s arms at last. It was the most wondrous sight he had ever seen. Now Rachel was lost again and the rage in Thomas would not be easily contained.


    It was in his power to command at least four hundred men to look for Rachel. Still, if Thomas did that, the Fergusons would know the Camerons were aware of the impending war and Kevin’s plan wouldn’t work. It was a good plan and Kevin wouldn’t want him to give it away, even for Rachel’s sake.


    Maybe Rachel was all right and just didn’t make it back before daylight. If that were the case, she might go to the Cameron hold, and that was a path his men could search without raising suspicion. He turned his horse and headed home.


    


    Inside the MacGreagor Keep, Anna used a wet cloth to wash the smudges off Kevin’s cheeks. “She cannot come back until tonight.” When Anna finished, she took his hand and led him to the bed. “Rest husband, you are no good to us if you cannot think clearly.” She waited until he stretched out on the bed and then curled up beside him. He was asleep almost immediately, but Anna’s eyes remained wide open.


    


    Later in the morning, Connor trained with the men in the courtyard. At noon, Kevin was awake, decided to lower the bridge and send several of the horses out so the Fergusons would think they didn’t have enough feed inside to keep them alive. Lowering the drawbridge was a noisy affair and could be heard a good distance away. Kevin had the men begin to lower the bridge to alert Rachel, then he had it stopped. He waited and prayed he was giving her enough time. Then the bridge was put all the way down.


    He stood just inside the wall on one side of the bridge and Connor stood on the other so one of them could grab her and pull her out of the way. The archers were ready and as soon as the horses were out, they knelt down just inside the courtyard ready to kill any Fergusons who tried to come in. None did. Kevin left the bridge down several minutes more, but there was no sign of Rachel and he ordered the bridge raised.


    In the afternoon, Connor climbed up a ladder and looked over the wall. He scoured the woods for trouble and when he saw none, he raised his body up and lay down on his stomach. It was the first time he realized the wall wasn’t three feet wide in all places. Some parts were as little as two and others a full four feet wide. Down the length of the wall, other MacGreagor men were doing the same thing.


    He reached down on the inside of the wall and felt another man put a stick in his hand. At the other end, twine had been looped through the handle of a pitcher and tied to the stick. He raised the stick over his head, moved it to his other hand, lowered it and dipped the pitcher in the moat. When it was full, he lifted it back to the inside of the wall where the pitcher was emptied into a bucket.


    It was all for show. If they really were running short of water, Kevin would use the hidden door to haul it in, buckets at a time during the night. But in the daylight, Kevin didn’t want the Fergusons to know he knew about the traitor or that they knew about the doors. Besides, Connor wanted to watch for Rachel. Each time he dipped the pitcher in the water, Connor watched the woods for a signal from Rachel. There was nothing.


    


    The thirteen-year old Ferguson boy was tired. His laird woke him early in the morning and made him mount a horse. Then the laird sat a half-dead woman in the boy’s lap and told him to take her north where no one would find her. The boy hadn’t even had his morning meal.


    She was heavy and it was a struggle to hold her upright, but he was afraid of what his laird would do if he did not obey, so he kept going. By noon, he figured she was dead. She hadn’t made a single sound. By late afternoon, he was exhausted, so he found a large rock, guided his horse to the top, got down and pulled the woman to the ground. Then he sat down and watched her for a while. She did not move.


    Her skin was still warm when he lifted her skirt hoping to get a good look, but his attention was drawn to the dagger strapped to her leg instead. He took the dagger, lowered her skirt and glanced around. He wanted another look, but he sure didn’t want to get caught by one of the other clans. At length, he stood up and with his foot; shoved her off the top of the rock and watched her body roll until it hit the bottom.


    Then he sat down again to think. What he really wanted to do was go home. There would be a war and he didn’t want to miss it. Still, if he went back too soon, his laird might think he didn’t take the woman far enough away.


    


    Rachel was lying flat on her back with her head turned to one side. She hurt nearly everywhere, but dared not move. Someone was watching her; she could feel it. The sun was almost down, her head hurt and her eyes wouldn’t focus. She could see green and gray splotches, but nothing was clear. Then everything went black again.


    


    In the evening, Connor slept for a few hours and when night finally came, he went outside the wall to wait.


    Rachel did not come back.


    


    The next morning, Kevin and Anna were in Justin and Catherin’s cottage preparing to eat their morning meal. Kevin and Justin learned a long time ago that when Anna and her mother were together, the best thing to do was keep quiet and with Rachel missing, they didn’t know what to say anyway. Catherin had not finished cutting an apple in half before she put her knife down on the table. “If she is dead, it is our fault, Anna. We could have stopped her and we did not. Why did we let her out?”


    “We promised ourselves she would never feel trapped again. And she is not dead,” Anna answered.


    “You do not know that. We came here because we thought she would be safe. Now look what we have done.”


    Anna stopped slicing the cheese and stared at her mother. “Where else would we have gone?”


    “We could have lived with Harold; he said we could.”


    Justin never heard this part before and he wondered if Kevin knew.


    Anna went on, “Harold was an old man and he died only four years later. Where would we have gone then?”


    Catherin got up and walked to the window. “Somewhere…anywhere but here.”


    “Mother, we cannot keep Rachel alive no matter where we live. Only God can do that.”


    “God is not listening.”


    Anna’s voice started to rise. “How can you say that? We have been saved from a fate worse than death. We have lived in peace for thirteen years and you accuse God of not listening?” Anna stood up and walked to her mother. Her words were getting louder and louder. “Was it not God who put it in Kevin’s heart to accept a wife he had never seen and did not want? Did God not send you a man who has loved and cherished you the way only a good man could? Do you accuse God of not sending Justin?”


    Kevin had never seen his wife stand up to her mother. In fact, he had never seen Anna get really angry. When he glanced at him, Justin looked horrified.


    Anna waited, but her mother did not answer and that made her even more furious. “Answer me!”


    Catherin turned her glare on her daughter. “How dare you talk to me that way, I am your mother!”


    “Are you? How can you be my mother when I am the one who comforts you, and holds you and tries to make your life easy? I did something horrible all those years ago and I have been trying to make up for it ever since. Look at me!”


    Catherin walked away and started to sit down, but Anna grabbed her shoulders and pulled her back up. “You are going to hear this whether you want to or not. I am tired of paying for my sin against you; I am tired of wondering each day if you will insist we leave and I am tired of being your mother.”


    Catherin tried to twist out of her daughter’s grasp, but Anna was not finished. “Are you listening to me? I was the child, not you! Where was my comfort?”


    Her mother started to cry, “I want Rachel back.”


    “So do I, but your tears will not hurt my heart this time. I won’t let it happen. We have behaved like children far too long. If you go out before Kevin says it is safe, I swear I will not let you back in.”


    Anna stormed out the door and headed up the path so fast Kevin had to take long strides to catch up with her. She was oblivious to all the people standing outside their cottages with their eyes wide.


    “Do not touch me, Kevin.” Her tone was only just a little softer.


    “And risk a broken arm? I would not dream of it.”


    “That is not funny.”


    “You are right.” He put his hands behind his back and wondered how far she would go before she slowed down.


    “I am so upset, I could rip someone’s head off.”


    He wrinkled his brow and decided he should try to stay out of her reach.


    She walked all the way to the gardens and started back, before she abruptly stopped and covered her face with her hands. “Dear God, what have I done?”


    Kevin hurried to get in front of her, but he didn’t take her in his arms. He tenderly put a finger under her chin and lifted her face. Tears were streaming down her cheeks and he had no idea what to say. A woman handed him a cloth for her tears and he realized they had an audience, so he smiled to reassure the people. “She will be fine.” Reluctantly, the MacGreagors went back to their own homes.


    Anna took the cloth and tried to wipe her tears away, but they kept coming. “I should go back, she needs me.”


    “Justin is with her. Let her have time to think about your words.”


    “But I have never abandoned her before.”


    “You have not abandoned her now. She knows that. She does not always consider your feelings and I know it hurts you deeply. I have seen it in your eyes.”


    “Am I the one who made her so weak?”


    “Nay, my love, the scunner did that. She was just a child herself with no control over anything, even her children.”


    “She does not know how to be a mother.”


    He paused to take a deep breath. “She knows how to be a mother to Rachel.”


    Anna considered his words. Finally, she wiped the last of her tears and stood up straighter. “Indeed she does. I should have done this years ago.”


    He wrapped his arms around her finally and kissed the top of her head. “You could have stayed with Harold?”


    “Yes, but I could not stand to be without you another minute. I had already decided to leave her there and come home without them if she did not agree.”


    He pulled away to look into her beautiful blue eyes. “You have never said this before. What other secrets do you keep from me?”


    Anna lightly kissed his lips and turned to walk back down the hill. “I am ashamed to say it, but I fear my list of secrets is much, much longer than Rachel’s list of stolen property.”


    “Will it take the rest of my life to discover them all?”


    “Do you promise to live long enough to hear them all?”


    “If I live longer than your list, do you promise to make some up?”


    They turned the corner and started up the steps of the Keep.


    


    Connor was still sitting by the bush with his back against the inside of the wall and didn’t realize he had fallen asleep. In his dream, his arms were stretched out, but he couldn’t reach her. Rachel was in a mist, started to slip and then she fell away. Suddenly awake, Connor sat straight up. When he finally realized it was a dream, he pushed it out of his mind and wiped the cold sweat off his brow.


    


    That morning, Rachel found herself at the bottom of an enormous rock and had no idea how she got there. She could hear water running in a stream and it didn’t sound far away. She was almost certain she was alone, but to be sure, she slowly lifted her aching head and looked around. Just as she thought, she was alone. Her vision still wasn’t great, but she could see a little better.


    She slowly moved her arms and then one leg at a time. It didn’t appear anything was broken and she thought her soreness was probably from laying on the hard ground for so long. How long, she couldn’t tell. It took all her strength, but she turned on her side and then on her stomach. She managed to slowly crawl until she was near enough to drink some water, then she moved away and rested.


    She was in a place with no trees. She could see green grass and enormous rocks with larger ones behind them. Perhaps she would show her mother this beautiful place someday, she thought. Then she remembered to check her daggers. Both were gone, even the one strapped to her leg. She didn’t want to think about who had removed it.


    Her head was pounding and when she touched it, the large bump on the top nearly filled her whole palm. Obviously, she had been left for dead and she knew why. She had just arrived outside the Ferguson hold and it was easy to see the Fergusons were preparing for a war. She was ready to go back when everything went black.


    Rachel needed to get home to warn them, but how?


    She thought about her family and how worried they must be. Then she thought about Connor and allowed her mind to remember how it felt to be in his arms. She didn’t push the memory away this time and instead, let it linger. If only he were holding her now. She was so lost and alone, and she needed to feel his strong arms around her. She closed her eyes and slept.


    


    It was early afternoon when Catherin climbed the stairs of the Keep and walked down the balcony. Her head was high and her tears were gone. The door to the last bedchamber was open and when she went in, Anna was sitting with her back to the door looking out the window. The countryside was beautiful this time of year. The trees were lush and the birds sailed through the air.


    Catherin bent down, slipped her arms around her daughter’s neck from behind and kissed her cheek. “Justin says I cannot hear his heart again until I tell you how sorry I am.”


    Anna lovingly put her hands on her mother’s arms. “And you would do anything to hear his heart.”


    Catherin let go, got a chair and joined Anna. “Justin thinks so. I only do it now so he will hold me. Let’s not tell him, shall we?”


    Anna smiled. “I was afraid you would never speak to me again.”


    “I thought of that, but I decided it would be too dull. Kevin tells you everything first and I have enjoyed hearing it second.”


    It was enough and both women felt relieved. At peace once more, they went back to waiting for Rachel.


    


    It was the most magnificent stallion Rachel had ever seen. His eyes were as black as his coat and he was walking straight for her with his ears perked up. She wondered if the horse meant to trample her and then wondered if she could move fast enough to get out of his way. But the horse slowed, stopped and put his head down so she could look into his eyes. She saw her own reflection.


    She remembered Anna telling of a horse like this who knew how to do tricks and seemed to love her greatly. This couldn’t be the same horse, could it? Anna had named her horse Threcher, she remembered.


    “Threcher?” Rachel asked. The horse nodded.


    Threcher nudged her with his nose. She didn’t move, so he nudged her again. Finally, Rachel reached out and patted his nose, but she didn’t get up; she wasn’t sure she could. What the horse did next surprised her. He moved away and began to turn around and around, which made her giggle. Threcher came back and nudged her again. She patted his nose a second time and what the horse did then amazed her.


    Threcher inched around until their bodies were parallel, knelt down on all four legs and rolled slightly toward her until his mane was within her reach. Rachel grabbed a handful and slowly pulled herself to her knees. She painfully put one foot on the ground and lifted her other leg over. Then she shoved with her foot until she was solidly on the horse’s back and held on with both hands as the horse got to his feet.


    Rachel leaned forward, wrapped her arms around the horse’s neck as far as they would go and hugged him. “Thank you.”


    Threcher nodded. As soon as she took hold of his mane again, the horse began to walk. She had no idea where the stallion was taking her, but anywhere would help. Hopefully, he would take her to someone who could warn the MacGreagors.


    It was less than an hour before Rachel said stop and the horse obeyed. Her head was throbbing, she felt half-witted and she couldn’t take the constant movement of the horse another moment. She slid down, curled up into a ball on the soft grass, and went to sleep.


    


    


    CHAPTER VI


    


    When Connor walked into the great hall, Kevin was pacing and Justin was sitting at the table with his head in his hands. Catherin and Anna were standing on the balcony watching. They were not crying or yelling, but they were clearly worried. When Kevin and Anna’s sons asked to go outside, Anna let them.


    As soon as they were gone, Kevin stopped pacing. “Connor, tonight you will go out again. You must see if they are prepared to attack, and then look for Rachel and bring her back. Do you know the way she might have taken?”


    “I do, I have followed her.”


    “Good. Are you sure you know all her hiding places?”


    Connor nodded. He was relieved; he could find her, he was sure of it and now he would be allowed to try.


    


    He did not find her. Connor was nearly out of his mind and had not come back until it was nearly too late to go inside the wall. Everything at the Ferguson hold looked normal just as Rachel reported three nights earlier. He didn’t see any Fergusons in the woods and he didn’t think they would attack any time soon. Inside the great hall, he gave Kevin his report.


    Kevin asked him if he wanted to go to sleep on his own or wanted to be knocked out. Either way, he was going to rest. Connor chose the first option, went to his cottage and collapsed into bed.


    


    At sunrise, the horse nudged Rachel awake. She splashed creek water on her face, drank and wondered if they had been going in circles. Was it the same creek as before? She noticed she wasn’t nearly as sore, except for her head, but even that didn’t hurt as much. Her mind was once again clear and her eyes saw things much better. She found a rock to stand on and when the horse got close enough, she grabbed his mane and swung onto his back. As if he knew she was injured, Threcher kept his pace at a slow walk.


    Again, she thought about Connor. She imagined herself in the door of his cottage, smiling when he came back from the hunt safe and sound. She considered how it would be when they sat near the hearth on a cold day with their arms around each other. Yes, they would talk. She would tell him all the latest gossip and he would tell her things he had seen in the woods, or conversations with members of the other clans.


    But most of all, she wanted him to love her and never let her go. The realization surprised her, but it was a horrible world outside their clan without him.


    


    When Connor woke up, it was late in the day and he hurried to the Keep to see if they had heard from Rachel. They had not.


    Kevin and Justin were again trying to figure out what the Fergusons were up to. “Do you think they will try to burn us out?” Justin asked.


    “I doubt it. They would have to come out of the trees to shoot high enough to get their arrows over the moat and the wall. Our lads could quickly cut them down.”


    Connor couldn’t concentrate on that now. All he could think about was where to look for Rachel next. Maybe she had gone farther south or farther north to avoid the Ferguson warriors. He left the Keep, got a ladder and leaned it against the wall near the hidden door. Then he climbed up to see if she might be trying to notify them somehow. A length of her plaid tied to a tree would let them know she was safe. He saw nothing.


    


    In the far distance, Rachel could see a line of trees and felt relieved. They hadn’t been going in a circle after all. She urged Threcher to go faster by tightening her knees and wondered if the horse actually knew the way home. “Two nights, maybe three,” she whispered. “They must be beside themselves with worry.”


    She couldn’t seem to help herself. She kept thinking about Connor and wondered if he was scouring the forest looking for her. She bet he was. He knew how to get out now and she didn’t think even Kevin could stop him.


    She remembered the first time she actually noticed Connor. He was in the meadow training with two other men, who repeatedly came at him at the same time. They used no weapons and they were practicing how to throw each other to the ground. Connor was a strong man, with a big chest and muscular arms who won far more often than he lost.


    When they finished, Connor leaned down and plucked a wild flower out of the ground. He walked straight for her, set the flower on top of her head and kept right on walking. She turned to watch him leave, but he never looked back and seemed to be laughing. Perturbed, she brushed the flower off and went the other direction.


    She wished she had that flower now.


    By late afternoon, she spotted another stream and said, “Stop.” Just as he had several times before, the horse obeyed. She slid down, walked to the stream, cupped her hands and drank. She was hungry, tired and needed to walk the stiffness out. Rachel loved riding, but didn’t often go and certainly had never ridden all day. When the horse finished drinking and came to her, she rubbed his nose, patted the side of his neck, grabbed his mane and swung back on.


    


    Connor found himself again sitting at the long table in the great hall with Kevin and Justin. He couldn’t seem to stay away in case something...anything indicated Rachel was still alive. He knew the other men had to be as worried as he was, but they didn’t show it. Catherin and Anna were not there.


    Connor folded his arms on the table and laid his head down. Was she dead? No, he was convinced he would feel it if she were. In their youth, Rachel was a skinny little thing and seemed to become a woman over night. He had little use for most of the young women who flirted and constantly asked him to do this or that for them. He remembered to be pleasant, but found their requests useless and sometimes disgusting.


    Then came a day when he noticed the extraordinarily becoming woman standing on the crest of the meadow watching him. How had she grown up without his notice?


    Rachel never asked him for favors. In fact, she rarely even looked at him except when he was training with the other men. She was only interested in his skill. It inspired him to daily sharpen his abilities hoping to impress her. It was true, she looked at him, but never really saw him until the day he set the flower on her head. He could still see the perplexed look on her face.


    He thought about the feel of her in his arms constantly and was certain he would never get it out of his mind. What he also thought about constantly were her words -- If they didn’t let her go, she would find a way out and never come back. He was beginning to see what Kevin tried to explain. Maybe Kevin was right; the only way to keep Rachel was to let her go. But how in the world could he ever do that?


    Other men in the clan seemed to have complete control over their wives. They were never vicious, but if the men said no, they meant no and the women complied. Only Kevin and Justin were different. He couldn’t remember a time when Kevin said no to his wife. Come to think of it, he couldn’t remember a time Anna asked for anything. Connor’s mother died when he was small, and before he died, Connor’s father had been Kevin’s third in command. Because of it, Connor spent a lot of time with Kevin and his wife, but he never really watched them closely. He decided he would be more observant in the future.


    He knew one thing. Kevin always looked relieved when Anna entered a room. A shudder ran down Connor’s spine. Was Kevin worried there would come a day when Anna would leave again? Worse yet, would Catherin and Anna take Rachel with them?


    


    Finally, Threcher entered the forest. It was going to be dark soon and it was much slower going as Threcher made his way through the trees. Rachel was exhausted and wondered how long it actually took to starve to death, but she was determined to keep going, even if it killed her.


    


    As soon as it got dark, Connor removed the doors and stepped through the secret place in the wall. He was supposed to swim the moat, let the Camerons know all was well, and take the long way around to keep from being discovered. What he wanted to do was look for Rachel again, but Kevin said no and no it would be. Kevin wanted to know if the Fergusons were ready to attack and that was all.


    There were always signs when one clan was preparing to attack another. Horses were gathered and waiting, the sounds of men sharpening their swords could be heard, and women often cried out loud.


    It was pitch black and he was about to slip into the moat when he suddenly felt someone near. He drew his sword and swung to his left with murder in his eyes.


    “Tell Kevin they will attack at dawn,” the woman said in English.


    “Rachel?”


    “Nay, I am Catherin’s sister.”


    He began to breathe again, but he did not let down his guard for fear the woman was not alone. “Are they watching us?”


    “Nay, they want you to think they are not interested.”


    “Do you need sanctuary?”


    “They plan to starve you out.”


    He felt the woman leave and then heard her arms softly splash the water as she swam away. With his heart racing, Connor slipped into the wall and pulled the outside door back in place. Then he exited the tunnel, shoved the inside door closed and burst into the cottage. “They will attack at dawn,” he told Justin.


    


    Rachel rode hour after hour, half-asleep, and half-awake. At first, she was careful to dodge low branches, but soon she simply laid her head down against the horse’s neck. Only her fear of arriving too late kept her from sliding off. She was too exhausted and hungry to think about Connor.


    Her back was aching, the inside of her thighs had to be bruised and her bottom was taking a beating, but she kept going. At last, Rachel had to sit up again. She couldn’t stand the pain in her lower back another moment.


    Suddenly, a hand went over her mouth and someone was pulling her off the horse. She tried to fight, flailing her arms out, hitting him with her fists and kicking as hard as she could. Someone was whispering her name, but her eyes were wild with fear and it took several moments to actually see the face of the man who had her. As soon as she finally realized it was Connor, she was so happy to see him, she threw her arms around his neck.


    Connor held her tight and whispered in her ear. “You must be quiet.” He waited for her nod and then slowly took his hand off her mouth. She was once more in his arms and he couldn’t resist. He lowered his lips to hers and kissed her. She didn’t pull away, so he kissed her longer. Finally, he remembered they were at war and stopped. He took her hand and led her behind a tree. The early morning wasn’t very light yet, but when he glanced back, he could see Threcher walk into the meadow to graze.


    He took her back in his arms and put his mouth next to her ear so he could whisper, “They will attack at dawn.”


    She was happy to have her arms around his neck and reached up on tiptoe, “My mother?”


    “We took all the lasses and children out in the night. They should be half way to the Cameron hold by now. Most of the lads are out too.”


    “Were there warriors in the woods?”


    “Nay.” He tightened his arms and quickly kissed her lips again. It was then he realized she was holding him, but her touch was too weak. “Where are you hurt?”


    She hesitated. She didn’t want to admit she really couldn’t protect herself, but she finally took his hand and put it on the sore spot on her head.


    He grimaced when he felt the lump. He drew her close again and let her put her head on his chest. All he wanted to do was hold and comfort her, but he was worried about keeping her safe. If their plan didn’t work, the battle might spill into the meadow. He heard something in the woods and with one swift movement; he turned, drew his sword and shoved Rachel behind him. It was Kevin. Connor put his sword back in his sheath and smiled. He reached back, took Rachel’s arm and pulled her out.


    Kevin couldn’t have been more relieved. He looked at her for a long moment and touched her hair just to make sure he could believe his eyes. At last, he pointed at the horse and when Rachel nodded, he nodded as if to say he thought so. It couldn’t be the same horse that brought Anna back to him thirteen years ago, it didn’t look old enough, but maybe. Kevin would have to think about that later.


    It was getting lighter by the minute and Kevin motioned for them to get behind the trees. The bridge began to screech as though it was coming down and then stopped. Rachel took a quick peek around her tree and noticed everything seemed normal. Smoke drifted into the air from cottage hearths as though women prepared the morning meal. She could hear a baby cry, but she knew it wasn’t a real baby. One of the men had mastered the art of imitating sounds. A woman moaned and another man coughed several times. Then the bridge started to go down again and she held her breath.


    From inside the village walls, the leader of a MacGreagor hunting party appeared on the bridge. He halted his horse just outside the wall, slowly looked in every direction, and pretended to be convinced there was no danger. Then he raised his arm and motioned the other men to follow. As soon as they were across the bridge, they turned toward the loch.


    Just as Kevin hoped, finding the bridge down was too much of a temptation and once the hunters were gone, Ferguson warriors rode swiftly out of the forest and onto the bridge. The hooves of a hundred horses pounded on the wooden planks, followed by at least two hundred foot warriors. At first, there were shouts and bellows coming from inside. Then it got quiet.


    MacGreagor warriors quickly gathered outside the lowered bridge with their bows already loaded. The archers in the front knelt down on one knee, the ones behind remained standing, and then the hunting party came back and arranged themselves behind the archers. When the Fergusons saw it, they could think of nothing else to do but raise the bridge.


    Kevin was pleased. He watched the window of the second story bedchamber he shared with Anna, and just as he suspected, Laird Ferguson appeared. Kevin walked into the meadow, stopped, spread his legs apart and folded his arms. Another hundred footmen, including Connor, walked out right behind him. Then more men walked their horses through the trees into the meadow. On the hillside above the trees, another two hundred Cameron horsemen showed themselves.


    Rachel thought she could actually see Laird Ferguson shudder in the window. She walked into the meadow and stood by Connor.


    “What are you doing, Lass?”


    “They left me for dead, Connor. I want him to know I am alive.” She glanced up and when he nodded, she boldly walked between the men and stopped in front Kevin. She could hear the men behind her pass the word that the Fergusons hit her over the head and left her to die. She folded her arms and glared at the man in the window for several minutes.


    Then she turned and went back to Connor.


    Kevin watched her go and smiled when she put her arms around the young man. “I believe my wife just lost the wager.”


    Justin smiled too, “I am glad of it. He is a good lad and he will treat her well.”


    “Aye. Did we get all the food out?”


    “We did not have that much left. It has been four days since a hunt and with the extra families, we’ve nearly eaten everything in the garden. What we had, we sent with the lasses. We dumped all the water and hid the wine. They may eat a horse or two before they come out. Our archers are watching the hidden doors and we will light torches in the night to help the archers see.”


    “We could go back in through the doors and force them out.”


    Justin smiled. “Aye, but it will be an easier battle out here where they cannot hide in our homes.”


    “Perhaps we will have a feast and let them watch.”


    “Perhaps we will.”


    A rider came to tell them the rest of the Fergusons had run away. Kevin nodded. “When this is over, we will warn them not to set foot on MacGreagor land again. If they do, we will attack and kill the few lads they will have left.”


    A Ferguson appeared atop the western wall with a loaded bow. A MacGreagor archer shot him and the man fell backwards to his death. It was so quiet, that when he cried out and landed with a thud, everyone could hear.


    Kevin said, “We left the ladders up. They will use them when the time comes just as we planned.”


    Justin agreed. “Ferguson made a mistake when he drove us inside the wall.”


    “Aye, but his lads are not well trained and he did not want any of our men outside able to kill his one at a time. It is an error he will die regretting.” Kevin could see no more movement on top of the wall and Ferguson disappeared from the window. “It may be a long wait before they come out.”


    “Aye, it may.”


    


    She was in his arms again and when she looked up at him in the early dawn, Connor could see how tired she was. There were dark circles under her eyes and she looked like she would fall asleep on her feet. So he bent down and lifted her into his arms. She laid her head against his chest and went sound asleep. He took a relieved breath. She was back and she was finally his.


    


    It wasn’t long until Thomas walked into the meadow to stand beside Kevin. “We found your traitor, he is dead.”


    “Who?”


    “Angus. He knew you would make Connor your third and he thought he deserved it.”


    “I never would have guessed. Does every laird have his traitor? My father did.”


    “Aye, it would seem so. I wonder who mine is.”


    Kevin playfully slapped his old friend on the back. “I will find him for you.”


    “I am happy to hear that.”


    “We are thinking of having a feast. Would your lads care to join us?”


    “Some will join you, but my unmarried lads want to go home. They have never seen so many pleasing lasses as the ones you sent to us.”


    “Then I insist they stay!”


    Thomas laughed. “You cannot keep them all to yourself, Kevin.”


    “Aye, but I can die trying.”


    


    When she woke up, she was lying on one plaid and was covered with another at the edge of the meadow. She rolled from her side to her back and was soon reminded of her sore head. Before long, Connor was at her side offering his hand to help her sit up. In his other hand, he held a bowl of the best smelling stew she had ever seen. She couldn’t get to it fast enough and didn’t care what she looked like eating it. Three mouthfuls later, she looked around.


    Most of the men were still in the meadow with her. Some were sitting, some were lying down and others were standing -- waiting for some sign that the Fergusons were coming out. Justin came over and wanted to see her injury. When he touched it, it hurt, but not as much as before.


    “Did you see who did this, Lass?”


    “Nay.”


    Justin patted her arm. “When you are ready, Connor will take you to your mother. She and your sister have been on their knees praying for so long they are in more pain than you are.”


    Rachel smiled and then nodded.


    Justin kissed her on the forehead and walked back to Kevin. As soon as she finished eating, she felt much better. She dreaded getting on a horse again and when she looked around, Threcher was nowhere in sight. She wrinkled her brow and wondered if she dreamed the whole thing.


    


    It took longer to get to the Cameron hold than it normally would have. Rachel was so sore from riding the day before, she was having a hard time sitting. “Can we walk for a while?”


    “We can do anything you like.”


    “Anything?”


    Connor wasn’t quite sure what he might be agreeing to so he didn’t answer. He got off his horse, walked around to hers and lifted her down. He didn’t let go of her waist and waited to see what she would do about it. It was possible she didn’t remember a lot about what happened the night before. He wanted to hold her and kiss her again, but he wasn’t sure how she would feel about it.


    She looked up into his eyes, “I dreamed you kissed me.”


    “It was not a dream.”


    She slipped her hands around his neck. “Do you plan to kiss me again anytime soon?”


    “Very soon.” The moment she touched him, he felt like his heart would beat out of his chest. “Is now soon enough?”


    Rachel wanted him to kiss her very much, but she wanted to tell him something first. With her fingertips, she brushed a lock of hair off his forehead and took a deep breath. “I was so alone and all I could think about was you. I wanted you to put another flower on my head and I wanted you to hold me and never let me go. I was frightened I would never see you again.”


    He gently kissed her lips. “I thought of nothing but you too. I am so happy you are alive. You scared the hell out of us.”


    “I promise I will never do that again. I thought I could protect myself as good as any man...I was daft.”


    It made him laugh. “Aye, you were. Are you more sensible now?”


    “Nay.”


    “Why not?”


    “You have not yet kissed me.”


    He looked deep into her eyes. “I love you, Rachel. I will love only you until the day I die.” Then he kissed her, softly at first until he felt her tighten her hold, and then he kissed her the way he dreamed of kissing her from the first time he noticed her.


    They held each other for a very long time and kissed again. Then he remembered there was a war and he needed to get back.


    But Rachel spotted a pond and wanted to bathe. She didn’t want her mother to see her all dirty. “But you will not look, will you?”


    “I will not look until our wedding night.”


    “Good.”


    When he turned his back, he smiled and wondered if she realized she had just agreed to marry him.


    She realized. Her smile was even wider than his and she could hardly contain her excitement. She hurried to strip down, walk into the water neck deep, wash her face, then her hair and get out. She shook the dirt out of her clothes and dressed again.


    Her hair was wet, but he didn’t mind when she came around and went back into his arms.


    She laid her head on his chest and suddenly got serious. “Do not die in this war, Connor. I do not want to live without you.”


    “I will not die.”


    


    It was another hour before they turned up the road to the Cameron hold and saw Catherin and Anna sitting with Kevin’s sons in the grass outside. Rachel moved her horse close to Connor’s and let him lift her into his lap. She kissed him passionately, held him tight for a long moment, and then slid down. Then she started to run and didn’t stop until she was in her mother’s arms. When she looked back, her eyes were glued to Connor’s until he turned and rode away, taking her horse with him.


    


    


    CHAPTER VII


    


    It was five long days before the Fergusons decided to take their chances and fight. They hid behind the darkness of night and slid down ropes on the outside of the wall to the moat. On the other side of the moat, the MacGreagor and Cameron warriors were waiting. When Kevin gave the order, men began to run around the moat lighting torches, and soon the air was filled with the sounds of clashing swords, shouts and the screams of men as they met their deaths.


    The MacGreagors were so filled with rage over the slain family and the attack on their home, that half the Fergusons didn’t even make it out of the water. The other half was so poorly trained, cutting them down seemed like child’s play. There was little honor in a battle against helpless men and Kevin soon called a halt to the slaughter. He told Justin and Connor to ride around the village and estimate the number of Fergusons now outside. Most were, so he sent several men back through the hidden doors in the wall to lower the bridge.


    As soon as the bridge came down Kevin, Justin and Connor started in. Other MacGreagors followed carrying torches and soon the courtyard was well lit, but not one Ferguson warrior dared show himself.


    On the Keep steps, Laird Ferguson sat cowering with his body tightly curled up and his hands up to protect his head. But when Kevin drew his sword and started up the steps, Ferguson quickly got up and ran back up to the landing. Then he jumped off. But Connor and Justin also had their swords drawn and they were blocking his escape.


    Kevin took his time jumping down behind Ferguson. He wanted the man to think about his crime before he died and he was in no hurry to kill him. Finally, Ferguson turned, faced Kevin and drew his sword. Then he let it slip from his hand.


    Ferguson’s cowardice further enraged him and fury blazed in Kevin’s eyes. “God condemns the lad who hurts a woman or a child… and so do I.” He thrust his sword into the man’s stomach and quickly pulled it out. As soon as Ferguson slumped to his knees, Kevin put a foot on his chest and shoved him to the ground.


    Kevin ignored Ferguson’s moan, walked back over the bridge and raised his hand. “Bring all the Fergusons to face me.” Some of his men pushed those in the front toward the bridge while more ran around the outside of the moat to gather the others. It took time to round all of them up, but Kevin was in no hurry.


    When it was done, fewer than fifty Fergusons stood before him with MacGreagors and Camerons behind the invaders. “Fergusons,” he shouted. “Go home and get your carts. You have until the end of this day to collect your dead. Those you leave behind will be burned. I want the lads who killed Olson, his wife and son. When you bring them to me, we will live in peace.”


    Kevin went back across the bridge to the courtyard and kicked Ferguson to see if he was dead. The man moaned and Kevin walked away. “Connor, see how many of ours are dead or injured. Justin, take lads and make sure there are no Fergusons hiding inside.” Once his commands were given, he went to the stables and set all the Ferguson horses free. He wanted nothing left to remind him of this wretched day ever again.


    MacGreagors searched every cottage and looked behind every bush inside their hold. They found seventeen Fergusons and sent them out to help remove the dead. The first Ferguson cart that came carried a badly injured man -- the man who committed the murders. Kevin stepped up into the cart, held his sword with both hands and drove it hard through the man’s heart. He stepped down, told the Fergusons to collect the body of their laird and get it off his land. Then he headed to the loch to wash away the blood.


    The worst of the day was not yet over. He left Connor in charge and took Justin with him to the Cameron hold to tell two women their husbands were dead. Three other men were wounded, but not seriously and he believed they would live. When they arrived, Kevin and Justin denied themselves the arms of their own families until after they comforted the two widows. Then they went to embrace Anna, Catherin, Rachel and Kevin’s sons.


    


    At the MacGreagor hold, Connor and the MacGreagors dipped buckets into the moat and washed all the blood away. Then they washed themselves. Two men stitched up the wounded and Connor approved when other men began to bring flasks of wine the Fergusons didn’t find, and leave them on the steps of the Keep. There would be a celebration when the women returned. Fortunately, the Fergusons had not damaged or destroyed too much. Some cleaning was necessary, but it didn’t take that long.


    In the evening, the Fergusons took away the last of the dead and rode out of sight.


    It was over.


    A woman with three younger women, all wearing Ferguson plaids, walked down the road toward the Keep. Connor heard the long, low whistle and walked out to the end of the Bridge. It was the same woman who brought the missing boys back. She stopped several yards away and waited until Connor nodded. “I am Catherin’s sister, Sarah, and we are here to ask for sanctuary. Will you give it?”


    “We will indeed. I am Connor and I believe we have already met outside the wall. I will soon marry Catherin’s daughter, Rachel.”


    Sarah took a relieved breath and smiled. “These are my daughters, Victoria, Ceana and Eppie. Ferguson tried to marry my daughters off against their will. Will your laird do that?”


    “Kevin is a good lad and would never do such a thing. Our women will not return until morning, but come, you can stay in Catherin’s cottage until then.” He stood aside so they could pass. The young women who walked behind their mother were each as pleasing as Rachel and he knew several men who would fall all over themselves to make a good impression. He was going to enjoy watching it.


    


    It was early morning when Connor left a guard in place and the rest of the men rode to the Cameron hold to collect their families. They were surprised when they discovered the women had started walking hours earlier and were almost half way home.


    Connor got off his horse, held his arms open, and let Rachel run into them. He was so happy to see her; he lifted her off the ground and swung her all the way around twice. Then he kissed her hard. War had a way of making a man appreciate what he had that much more.


    Kevin slapped him on the back. “Much more of that and I will force you to marry her.”


    “You will not have to force me.” He kissed Rachel again only this time more passionately. It took a while for him to remember he needed to talk to Kevin. “We have visitors. It is Catherin’s sister and her daughters.”


    Kevin looked over the heads of the people until he spotted Justin and motioned for him to come closer. Catherin was seated on Justin’s horse and instead of talking to Justin, he smiled up at her, “Your sister has come.” He was rewarded with Catherin’s beautiful smile.


    “She is safe?” Catherin asked.


    “Aye and her daughters are with her. We intend to keep them.”


    “Good.”


    


    Two weeks later, Connor and Rachel stood shoulder to shoulder in front of a Priest and gave their vows to each other in the courtyard where everyone could see. They were dressed the same as on all other days, but Rachel had a ring of flowers on her head and Connor never looked so clean. Rachel had even rubbed flower petals in her hair to make it smell good.


    They were married at long last and everyone celebrated. The people danced to the music of a flute, sang songs, drank wine, and danced some more. More than a few young men already had eyes for Sarah’s daughters, except Eppie who was too young. Others, including Rachel’s whole family, were inside the great hall laughing, talking, and sampling various meats, sweet tarts and honey bread.


    Happy at last, Rachel stood on the landing outside the door, leaned her back against her husband and felt him put his arm around her waist. She loved all the dancing and the music, yet something made her stare at the closed door of the Keep.


    “Do you want to go in?” Connor asked.


    “Nay.” She said it, but she wasn’t sure why. Something was wrong and she didn’t know what. She glanced at the door again and then turned to smile up at him. An instant later, she was once more staring at the door. Somehow, she felt there was pain behind the door and she never wanted to go through it again. But then, there was also something behind the door she desperately wanted.


    “Rachel, what is it?”


    “I do not know.”


    She turned in his arms, kissed him and tried to make the feeling go away. Suddenly, a dark memory crossed her mind. She was a little girl sitting on a wooden floor wearing a pink skirt. Her mother sat across from her, but every time her mother moved, a chain made noise on the floor. She lifted her mother’s skirt and saw the chain locked to her mother’s ankle, but then a huge man grabbed her from behind and had her around the waist. He was holding her too tight and she was screaming.


    “Dear God,” she breathed.


    “What is it?”


    She violently shoved Connor away, burst through the door and screamed, “Mother!”


    Everyone stopped eating and stared. Her mother was seated at the table next to Justin and when Rachel spotted her, she ran into her arms. She was crying so hard, she could hardly breathe and then she slumped down on her knees. “I remembered.”


    “Oh no,” Catherin moaned. She began to cry as well and soon, Anna was kneeling beside her little sister with tears running down her face.


    Rachel could hardly speak, “You were...chained...I saw it. A mean man grabbed me...and I was screaming...I wanted to be with you, but he put me in a little room. It was dark and I tried to open the door, but...”


    Behind her, Connor looked horrified and so did most of the others.


    Catherin wiped her tears away with the back of her hands. “Rachel, look at me.” It took a moment for Catherin to pry Rachel’s arms away and lift her face. “You were too little to open the door. I have prayed every night that you would not remember. I wanted your heart free to love a lad the way a woman should -- without fear.” She drew Rachel back to her and held her tenderly, but Rachel’s tears didn’t stop.


    At length, Catherin gently pushed Rachel to a sitting position on the floor. She slipped a foot out of her shoe and lifted her skirt until the hideous scar around her ankle was exposed.


    Several of the women gasped, but Rachel leaned forward to hug her mother’s leg. “I have never noticed.”


    “I know, your mind would not let you notice, but sweetheart, the chain is gone and the scars are old.”


    “What happened?”


    Catherin hesitated. She feared this day would come and always thought the truth was best, but now she wasn’t so sure. On the other hand, Rachel’s questions might not stop if they weren’t honest with her. “Tell her, Anna.”


    Rachel helped her mother put her shoe back on and then got up. Anna let Kevin help her up, wiped her eyes with part of her plaid and then wrapped one arm around her husband’s waist. “Rachel, the mean lad you remember was our father.”


    “Justin is not my father?”


    “He is, in every way a lad can be a good father, but no, he is not your real father. The King of England killed our real father, but not before he suffered. We do not need to know how much he suffered; only that he did.” She stopped then and looked at her mother. “Should I tell her all of it?”


    “Aye, her memories may muddle her mind as they do ours and she needs to know what they mean.”


    Anna left her husband’s side, urged Rachel to sit in a chair next to their mother and then walked around the table and took a seat across from them.


    The music of the flute and the laughter of the people outside drifted in, but the great hall remained silent. No one seemed willing to move, Connor noticed, not even Kevin, and Justin was keeping his eyes held down.


    Anna reached across the table and took Rachel’s hands in both of hers. “Our Father called himself Stoneham, but that was not his real name. His real name was MacGreagor and he once lived here. Kevin’s father…” Anna told of all the misery, the beatings, the way her mother was chained to her bed and why she was sent to marry Kevin. Tears filled the eyes of some of the women, and all the men bowed their heads.


    Twice, Anna stopped to wipe away her own tears, drink the wine one of the women handed her, and clear her thoughts. Then she continued and the details got worse before they got better. Connor had never heard of such cruelty, thought he saw a tear roll down Justin’s face and looked at Kevin. Kevin’s arms were folded and his jaws were clenched as though the memories renewed the rage in him. It was the same rage he was beginning to feel.


    “He threatened to kill you if I did not marry Kevin, so I did,” Anna was saying. “But we didn’t know where you were. The King’s men finally found you, locked in a closet.”


    “Then that is the dark place I remember,” Rachel said. Finally knowing seemed to ease her troubled mind.


    “After they found you, Kevin brought the two of you here, but...but we could not stay even though I was Kevin’s wife. After the torment I caused Mother, there was nothing I would not do to make up for it, and she wanted to leave.”


    “If she wants, would you leave even now?” Rachel asked.


    “Aye, even now.”


    “Then I will go too.”


    


    


    CHAPTER VIII


    


    Connor was stunned. She had just become his wife and he didn’t think he could endure a life of not knowing whether she would still be by his side when he woke up each morning. He wondered how Kevin stood it for thirteen years and had a new admiration for his laird.


    Anna continued, “We went back to that house of hell, burned it to the ground and then we found new homes for the servants. Without the servants sneaking food to me, I would have starved to death on more than one occasion.”


    Justin glanced at Kevin and Kevin looked surprised. That was another thing neither of them had heard before. He wondered if Catherin knew. She was looking down and when he took her hand, she leaned against him. She hadn’t heard that part either.


    Anna’s eyes were somehow brightening with the telling as though a heavy burden was finally lifting off her shoulders. “After that, we tasted true freedom. Mother and I rode horses, swam, hugged you, cried, laughed, and hugged you some more. Hugging you was a thing our father would never let us do and we kept hugging you until you began to protest when you saw us coming.”


    Rachel smiled. “I believe I remember that too. Why did you come back?”


    “We came back because this world was a whole different kind of world than the one I grew up in. I did not trust these people and thought all men were the same at first, but I hungered for the kindness and the warmth of the women. Athena was here and we reasoned if Athena was here, perhaps we would be safe. What we wanted most was a good place where you could grow up in peace. So I convinced mother to come back...just for a little while...to see if she would like it.


    “Yet this place had a wall just like the one around our manor in England. When Father wouldn’t open the gate so I could go out to ride my horse, I stood for hours trying to will it to open. The feeling of being trapped is...unlike any other. Before we would agree to come back inside the hold, we made Kevin promise to make a secret door in the wall and let us go out whenever we felt the need.”


    “I see now, but mother would you really leave Scotland?”


    “Do you see this man beside me? It was Justin who unchained me and he has been unchaining my heart ever since. I wake with a smile when I find him next to me and I cannot imagine a life without him. Do you understand?”


    Rachel thought about it, and then her eyes began to sparkle. “You have decided to stay.”


    “Aye.”


    “Then I will stay too,” said Anna.


    Rachel hugged her mother, “And so will I.”


    Anna stood up then, put her hands on her hips and glared at her husband. “Kevin, I hate the place! I want everything changed!”


    The smiles on the faces of all three husbands could have warmed a pot of cold mutton stew.


    


    -end-


    


    CHARLET


    


    The King of England asked the Highlander, Kevin MacGreagor, to hide a baby girl and save her life. But sixteen years later, someone discovered where she was. To Blair Cameron fell the duty of protecting Charlet. It was not an easy task; she was furious, headstrong and determined to run from him. Could Blair keep her alive? And if he did, could he keep himself from falling in love with her?


    


    


    CHAPTER I


    


    The King of England and Kevin MacGreagor were not friends, but they respected each other and had a word between them. The word was ‘hollow’ and when the Highlander received a message that included the word, he rode to the southern tip of his land and waited in the forest near a clearing.


    It wasn’t long before an Englishman timidly walked into the clearing with a small bundle in his arms. He was not the king and Kevin cautiously walked out to meet him. “You are on MacGreagor land.”


    “I should hope so.” The Englishman was not brave. He was old and trembled in the company of the giant. “The king begs you to hide this child.” The man’s hand shook as he lifted the cloth and allowed Kevin to peek at the sleeping baby. “If you do not hide her, she will die. Her mother is already dead.”


    “How do I hide her? Everyone will know she is not born to us.”


    “What else can we do? The king trusts you and no other. He knows you will see to her safety and he knows you will give her back when the time comes.” He paused. The Highlander didn’t look convinced and he simply couldn’t let him refuse. “You will think of a way to make your people accept her, you must.”


    The Englishman put the baby in the arms of the Highlander, hung a flask of goat’s milk over Kevin’s shoulder and quickly walked away.


    Laird Kevin MacGreagor slowly lifted the wrap off the face of the child. She wasn’t more than a few days old, the dusting of hair on her head was red and she was sound asleep. He couldn’t help himself; he kissed the baby’s soft cheek. “Aye, I will think of a way.”


    


    Sixteen years later…


    


    “I hate her,” Julie muttered.


    They were teenage girls sitting in the middle of the meadow and they chose that place just to make sure no one could overhear them. They both wore long pleated plaids made of the same soft wool and of the same predominantly blue patchwork of color. Both MacGreagor men and women kept a length of plaid across their hearts and over one shoulder, with long white shirts underneath.


    Kenna shoved a strand of blonde hair off her face and tucked it behind her ear. “I hate her too. My mother says lads prefer golden hair, not red like Charlet’s. And her eyes, where did she get those green eyes? Everyone knows blue eyes are better. In fact, most of our clan has blue eyes, even her parents had them.”


    “Maybe her mother...”


    “What?”


    Julie lowered her voice even more. “All I am saying is, maybe her father was not really her father.”


    “Of course, he was not her father, everyone knows that. Charlet’s father was a Cameron.”


    “Then no wonder she is bonnie. I have only seen a few, but the Cameron lads are very handsome. Do they have green eyes?”


    “Who knows?”


    “Perhaps we could find husbands among the Camerons?”


    Kenna rolled her eyes. “Providing we do not let them see Charlet, you mean.”


    “I hate her.”


    “Me too.”


    Julie suddenly had an idea. “We could kill her.”


    Kenna looked horrified. “We cannot kill her, Kevin would be furious. Have you ever seen him furious?”


    “Nay.”


    “Well, Duff says when Kevin is furious he can glare a hole right through a lad’s heart.”


    Julie’s eyes widened.


    “And when Kevin was done with that, he would banish us and send us to...that place.”


    “What place?”


    “England!”


    Julie drew a sharp breath, crossed herself once and then four more times just to make sure.


    


    In the great hall, colorful tapestries hung on the walls with candleholders between them and on the opposite wall hung an assortment of weapons. The MacGreagor mistress made sure there were fresh flowers to enjoy every day and it was normally a peaceful place filled with laughter and love.


    Sitting alone at the head of the table, Laird Kevin MacGreagor was feeling his age. His blond hair was beginning to turn white at the temples and his gray-blue eyes were not as bright as they once were. At almost forty-one, he no longer trained with the men daily. He left that up to the younger, much more able men. He was still fit, but his bones didn’t move as well and often ached.


    When Charlet entered through the larger door, Kevin’s eyes brightened and he stood up. Once an awkward girl with unmanageable red hair and eyes that didn’t seem to fit in her head, she had grown into a vivacious young woman right before his eyes.


    “You wished to see me?” she asked.


    Kevin smiled “Duff broke his nose today, were you there?”


    “Aye.”


    “Did you see what happened?”


    “I did.”


    “Do you wish to tell me?”


    “I did not do anything, Kevin, I swear it. Duff is a stupid lad.”


    “I see. He wishes to marry you.”


    She mumbled under her breath and tightly folded her arms. “I know, he tells me that every day.”


    “But you do not prefer him?”


    “Prefer him? He gawks at me. If he had not been gawking this morning, he would not have walked into the wall.” She was furious and started to leave.


    “Charlet, I am not yet finished.”


    She stopped and turned back, “Did someone else walk into the wall?”


    He grinned. “Not that I am aware of.”


    His expression turned serious and she became concerned, so she went all the way back to him. She remembered how he used to put his arms around her when she was little and she wished he would do it now. It would make her feel less concerned. “I do not please you?”


    He did wrap his arms around her and then quickly let go, “Of course, you please me. You have pleased me since the first day you came to us.” Kevin urged her to sit down at the table and then retook his seat. “It is time to tell you something.”


    She gracefully folded her hands in her lap. “What?”


    “I have had an offer of marriage for you and I would like you to carefully consider it. It is from an Englishman.”


    Her brows shot up, her jaw dropped and she couldn’t even speak. A Highlander wanted her to consider marriage to an Englishman? She sighed, shifted her eyes, and then her temper took over and she glared at him. “Kevin, if you wish to be shed of me, just say so. The Camerons will take me, I know they will.”


    She got up and started inching toward the door. “I would much rather be married to one of them. I would even sooner marry a Ferguson or a MacDonald. Naturally, I want to stay here, but if you do not want me, then I...” She darted out the door and was gone.


    Kevin strummed his fingers on the table and began to count, “One Highlander, two Highlanders, three Highlanders, four...”


    Charlet stuck her head back in the door, “What Englishman?”


    


    The Highlanders called their laird’s home a Keep. It was a two-story building made of stone with a large courtyard and stables enough to house twenty-five horses. Cottages and a web of paths were spread out behind the Keep with a garden at the far end. A high wall surrounded it all, complete with a moat and a drawbridge.


    Julie and Kenna often walked the paths inside the wall, wandered over the bridge and strolled toward the loch to the east, or the meadow to the west. This day, they wanted to watch the door to the Keep, so they stayed inside the wall, only went as far as the first cottage and sat down on a log.


    Julie whispered, “Charlet has been inside talking to Kevin forever. See how the guard does not let anyone in? I have never seen that before. In fact, Kevin never spends that much time with any of us.”


    “Aye, there are too many of us for that.”


    “She is probably choosing a husband, or two, or three.”


    Kenna giggled, “She deserves at least three -- three to wash for, three to feed and three to...”


    “What?”


    “Never mind.”


    Julie insisted, “Three to what?”


    “Three to give her children.”


    “Oh.” Julie wrinkled her brow. “My mother calls it a duty, but Rachel says she finds great pleasure in it when Connor touches her that way. Which do you think is the truth?”


    Kenna rolled her eyes. “I would not know, would I. I am not married and probably never will be!”


    


    In the great hall, Charlet was shocked. Her life was not at all what she thought it was, and she was having a difficult time taking it all in. It was true, Connor found her when she was a baby and brought her inside the wall, but she never once guessed Kevin put her there for Connor to find.


    “You are upset with me.” Kevin kept his voice as soft and as comforting as he could.


    “Nay, I could never be upset with you. You saved my life. It is just that I have always believed my real mother did not want me. It never occurred to me she died. Of a truth, I have been so happy here, I rarely think about my real family at all.”


    “I am pleased you are happy here. I would have you stay with us forever, but you have a purpose greater than what I want.”


    “Do you know why someone wanted to kill me?”


    “Nay, wee one, the Englishman who gave you to me did not say. He said the king wanted you safe and knew no one would look for you here.”


    “Is the King of England my father?” she asked.


    “I do not know.”


    “How did you learn of this marriage proposal?”


    “Laird Cameron told me. I meet with him on the third morning of every week in a place not far from here. He heard it from Laird MacDonald to the north.”


    “Then half the Highlanders know an Englishman wants to marry me. How dreadful.” She lowered her eyes and stared at the table.


    Kevin was thoughtful for a time too. He just figured out he had a bigger problem than he thought. Good women, especially beautiful ones, were not so plentiful in the Highlands and those who had seen her, might not be willing to let her go to the English without a fight.


    Charlet interrupted his thoughts. “So you think it odd this Englishman wants to marry me?”


    “I do. If he had seen you, I would not think it odd at all, but you tell me you have never seen an Englishman.”


    “I would remember, would I not? I have heard they wear strange clothing.”


    “‘Tis true. Then there are two possibilities; either he has discovered who you are and wishes you harm, or the king has arranged this marriage.”


    “How will we know which?”


    “That, wee one, we must figure out.”


    She drew in a long breath and let it out, “My head is spinning, Kevin, I cannot think.”


    “I understand. Go to your rest, but I caution you; it is not wise to speak of this to anyone. As you are well aware, secrets are not easily kept in the Highlands.”


    “Aye, but you have kept this secret. Does anyone else know?”


    “Nay, not even my wife.”


    “Kevin, I have one more question. Have you ever met the King of England?”


    “I have, but it was many years ago.”


    “Can we not just ask him if he sent the man?”


    “Perhaps we will.”


    


    Charlet barely made it to the bottom of the steps outside the Keep before she was flanked by Julie and Kenna. Kenna was especially eager to know. “Who did you choose?”


    Charlet stopped and turned to her. “What?”


    “Who did you choose for a husband?”


    “Why would you think I was choosing a husband?”


    Kenna rolled her eyes. “What else could you be talking to Kevin about for so long?”


    To Charlet, these two girls were like pests. They constantly plagued her about husbands and she certainly wasn’t in the mood today. She just wanted them to go away, but then an idea crossed her mind. Maybe there was a way to quiet their complaints once and for all. “Suppose we make a bargain. You decide which MacGreagor you want to marry and I will make it perfectly clear to him that I am not interested.”


    “You would do that for us?” Julie asked.


    “I would do anything to get you to go away.”


    “You will not change your mind?”


    Charlet put her arm around Julie’s shoulders. “I truly do not wish to marry any lad. Therefore, I will not change my mind. Now, which lad do you favor?”


    Kenna was not that easily convinced. “We can choose any lad in the place, but that will not make him love anyone but you.”


    “Why do you blame me for that? I have done nothing.”


    “You could be a little uglier,” said Kenna.


    Charlet was amused and headed to her cottage. “I think that is a wonderful idea.”


    


    Rachel and Anna were sisters and they looked very much alike with dark hair and blue eyes. In the small cemetery, they stood next to each other looking down at the place where Emily and Dan were buried.


    Anna sighed. “I thought Charlet would never stop crying. She blames herself still. She simply cannot be convinced Dan did right by pulling her out of the fire instead of Emily.”


    “I know.”


    “I miss Emily very much.”


    Rachel rubbed the back of her neck. “So do I. Did Kevin ever discover how the fire started?”


    “Not that I have heard. It is odd the way it started on the roof. Of all the plagues in the world, I fear fire the most. Thank God the lads got it out before it spread and killed many more.”


    It was a peaceful graveyard, just beyond the meadow, where wildflowers grew abundantly and the wind whistled through the trees. When the sisters moved to look at the place where their mother and her husband were buried, Rachel patted her extended stomach and put her other arm around her big sister. “Perhaps if it is a girl, Connor will name her Catherin and if it is a boy, he will call him Justin.”


    “That would be very nice. I was surprised Justin died so soon after Mother, but I have heard of such things. He loved her so much; he just did not want to live without her. I wonder if it will be the same with Kevin and me.”


    “I do not know. Justin had no sons to live for and Kevin does. Besides, you might outlive him.”


    “I would not like that one bit. I would rather die first and save myself the pain of losing him.”


    Rachel put an arm around her sister and turned them back toward the Keep. “How very selfish of you. You would leave the rest of us to deal with Kevin after you are gone, and he will be unmanageable for at least a year.”


    “Will he take another wife, do you think?”


    “If I say yes, do you promise to live forever?”


    “I would have to, wouldn’t I?”


    Rachel smiled. “My husband says he would never want another woman, it took him too long to convince me to love him.”


    They took the long path home so they could enjoy the warm sun and Anna could pick heather blooms. “Where is my husband’s second in command? I have not seen him all day.”


    “Off to see Thomas. There is something in the air, but Connor does not say what.”


    “You are right, there is something in the air and it has to do with Charlet. Kevin spent a long time with her this morning.”


    “What could Charlet possibly have to do with anything?”


    “I do not know, but when I left, my husband was pacing the floor.”



    Connor rode into the courtyard and found Kevin waiting on the landing for him. He dismounted, handed his reins to a waiting boy and walked up the steps. But when he started to speak, Kevin interrupted, “Come in and rest.”


    He followed Kevin inside and then closed the door behind him before he spoke. “They have seen no Englishmen but his proposal of marriage is all over the Highlands. Some of the clansmen are enraged just as you suspected they would be.”


    “Our clan will hear soon enough as well.” Kevin poured wine into a goblet and handed it to the younger man. “We must set a guard for Charlet.”


    “Aye, a rather large guard. Thomas suggests we hide her. Both the Englishman and the Highlanders know she is here and Thomas thinks we should make her harder to find.”


    Kevin rubbed his forehead. “How does he propose we hide a bonnie lass with red hair?”


    “He thought of that. He sent Blair to wait in the forest for you to bring her to him. If anyone can hide her, Blair can. She will be safe with him.” Connor took just a sip of wine. He didn’t really want it, but he knew Kevin was usually in pain and the wine dulled his aching bones. Drinking with him put Kevin at ease.


    “Blair is a good lad, but I hate to send her away. Charlet will be miserable and she will feel punished for something she has not done.”


    “Perhaps, but at least she will be alive. It is only until we know what is happening,” said Connor.


    “Were you able to learn anything about the Englishman?”


    “The Camerons have heard nothing, but they will try to find out. Kevin, I am worried. There are rumblings the MacDonald laird wants her.”


    “He has not seen her either. He only wants to keep her out of the hands of the English. Besides, he is older than I am.”


    “Aye, but if the other unmarried lairds think MacDonald will have her, they will want her too. We could well have a Highlander war right on our own land.”


    Kevin took a long breath and let it out. “I will take her to Blair.”


    


    Kenna didn’t trust Charlet to keep her promise. In her mind, she had only one choice; if the MacGreagor men preferred red hair, she would find a way to please them. She was on a mission now and knew what she was looking for. She walked across the drawbridge, glanced at the top of the trees and then walked into the forest toward the loch.


    


    His name was Blair Cameron, he was Laird Thomas Cameron’s second in command and he had it in him to be the kindest or the meanest man on earth. All of the Cameron women were afraid of him and most of the men feared him as well. He didn’t feel himself to be that fearsome, but it served a purpose so he didn’t try to change anyone’s opinion. He was honored to help the MacGreagor laird. He hoped someday to find a wife among the MacGreagor beauties and he thought a friendship with Kevin MacGreagor would further that goal. But when Kevin brought the woman to him, she was not on her horse. Instead, she was slumped in Kevin’s arms. Blair walked his horse closer and looked at her. “Does she sleep?”


    Kevin was distraught. “A red fox spooked her horse and he threw her. She is injured.”


    “Where? Does she hurt inside?”


    “I do not know, she is knocked completely out. Her arms and legs do not appear to be broken.”


    Blair examined her with his eyes. A bruise on her cheekbone had already begun to darken her eye. Her hair was covered by a scarf, but he saw no blood, nor did he see any on her clothing. He did, however notice how beautiful she was and he had to make himself concentrate on more important things. “I will not let her die.”


    “Good.”


    “How do we change her plaid?”


    “I will do it; Charlet is like a daughter to me. I will need you to hold her up, however.”


    Blair got off his horse and untied a bundle. He pulled out a Cameron plaid, laid it on his horse and tied the bundle back up. Then he took the woman out of Kevin’s arms. As tenderly as he could, he lowered her feet to the ground, turned her, put his big hands on her waist from behind and held her up. Charlet’s body was limp and her chin rested on her chest, but there was little he could do about that. Her clothes were wet and he noticed Kevin’s were too. They swam the moat, he guessed. “You know how to pleat a lass’ plaid?”


    Kevin smiled and dismounted. “You will learn it as well when you take a wife. They are sometimes too...irritated to do it themselves. A wise man waits until she is less irritated, takes her in his arms, holds her, kisses her lips, and then helps her with the plaid.”


    “I see.” He didn’t really see and realized he had a lot to learn. He should have had sisters, but it was a little late for that now.


    Kevin encouraged Blair to move his hands higher, then untied her leather belt and let the MacGreagor plaid slip to the ground. He noticed the young man divert his eyes and wondered if that was for his benefit or if Blair was somehow embarrassed. “She has agreed to use the name, Bridget.”


    “Bridget,” Blair repeated. “‘Tis a good name.”


    Kevin worked quickly and soon had Charlet’s plaid changed and noticed relief in Blair’s eyes when he finally finished. Kevin scooped Charlet up into his arms and waited for the younger man to mount his horse. Just as he had the first time he held her, he kissed her cheek. “We love you wee one, come back to us.” He put her into Blair’s strong arms and then looked him in the eye. “I now trust you with a gift given to me by the King of England. You will tell no one and you will protect her with your life.”


    Blair nodded, but Kevin was not finished. “She is furious with me for sending her away and she will not make your life easy. She will run, she will try to trick you, she will even hate you. But know this -- she has the power to start a war between the English and the Highlanders. Many could die.”


    “I will keep her safe and well hidden. The Cameron will know where to find us.”


    Kevin handed him the reins to Charlet’s horse and watched Blair take her into the dense forest. He leaned down, picked up her wet MacGreagor plaid and said a silent prayer. The little baby he held all those years ago had the power to start more than one war. God help them all.


    


    


    CHAPTER II


    


    Normally, the MacGreagors only used the hidden door in the wall at night when no one could see. But there was no time to waste and when Kevin returned, he had to wait for several children and their mothers to move out of site. As soon as they were gone, he swam the moat for a second time and slipped back through the hidden door. He entered the empty cottage Catherin and Justin once lived in and quickly changed from wet to dry clothing. Then he went down the path, crossed the courtyard and hurried up the steps of the Keep. As soon as he opened the door, he spotted a pacing Connor.


    Connor was relieved to see him. “The MacDonald has crossed our border. He will be here within the hour and he brings a large guard.”


    “We have been expecting him.”


    “Aye, but what do we tell him?”


    Kevin sighed. “Have you more good news?”


    “Our wives wanted to know where you went. I told them you were in Catherin’s cottage and you wished not to be disturbed. Anna is upset.”


    “I will go to her. What else?”


    “Kenna’s mother demands that you see what her daughter has done.”


    Again Kevin sighed. “I suppose I should see to that first. Hopefully, it will not delay me for long. Let her in.”


    The angry mother had the girl’s head covered with a scarf and kept poking her until she finally stood before Kevin. Fifteen-year-old Kenna had tears running down her cheeks.


    “What is it, Kenna?” He wasn’t really paying attention, but when Kenna’s mother jerked the plaid off her daughter’s head, his jaw dropped. Kenna’s golden hair was now red.


    The mother put her hands on her hips and spit out her furious words, “What punishment shall you give my rebellious daughter? I say she cleans the stables.”


    Kevin didn’t answer. Instead, he slowly walked all the way around the lass to see her hair from every angle. “How did you do this?”


    Kenna burst into sobs, “I...I am...”


    Her mother started to speak again, but Kevin glared at the woman and his fierce glare made her back up two paces. She had never encountered his glare before and was shocked by it.


    He turned his attention back to the girl. “Kenna, I am not angry. Catch your breath and tell me how you did this.”


    Only after Connor handed her a cloth to wipe her tears, and she realized her mother was not still railing at her, did she take two deep breaths and answer. “I boiled the red and yellow leaves of fall and when the juice was cool enough, I poured it on my hair. Then I sat in the sun to dry it. I am sorry, Kevin, I only wanted to make myself look like Charlet so the men would prefer me.”


    “You wish to take a husband?”


    “Aye, ‘tis every lasses wish. But the lads only notice Charlet.”


    “I understand. Who else knows about your red hair?”


    Kenna took another deep breath to clear away the last of her crying. “No one, not even Julie. She is unwell today and did not go with me. Mother knows, but my father is on the hunt.”


    “Good, you will stay in the Keep today and out of sight. I need you to do something for me. Are you willing?”


    “I will do what ever you ask. You are my laird and everyone loves you.”


    Kevin smiled and then turned to the girl’s confused mother. “Kenna has done well and she pleases me. You will tell no one about this, not even your husband. If he asks about her, tell him she is with me. Will you obey?”


    “Of course, Kevin, but...” When Kevin held up his hand, she backed away, turned and left the great hall.


    “Connor, where is my wife?”


    “Upstairs with my wife.”


    “And my sons?”


    “Sween practices in the meadow and Neil has gone fishing.”


    “Good. Put Kenna in Neil’s bedchamber for now. Kenna, I will tell you what I want after I see my wife.” He waited for her nod and then headed up the stairs.


    


    Blair would do anything Thomas Cameron asked him to. Thomas was his laird and wise beyond his years. He learned a lot from him and respected the man, but with an unconscious woman in his arms, he wondered just what he’d gotten himself into. He remembered little of his mother, was raised with four older brothers by a strict father and his only reference to being around women was those he ignored in his clan or an occasional visit with his sister-in-laws. He should have paid more attention.


    He held in his arms a gift from the King of England? How was that possible? Highlanders don’t make the acquaintance of the king; they would rather kill the man. He glanced down and noticed Charlet didn’t look very comfortable, so he halted his horse, and tried to figure out how to move her. Her legs were over one of his and her head rested on his opposite arm. Her face was indeed beautiful, even with her increasingly swollen cheek and black eye. He cupped his hand around the back of her head, sat her up straight, tucked her arm behind him and laid her head against his chest. She suddenly moaned and arched her back. It was a good thing he still had a firm hold on her or she might have hurled herself off the horse.


    He leaned down and whispered, “You are safe.” He felt her relax, sat her back up, and wrapped an arm around her waist. She was still strong and would not die, he decided.


    


    Anna was indeed unhappy. When Kevin entered the bedchamber, she was standing by the hearth with her arms tightly folded. Her pregnant sister sat on the bed.


    Kevin smiled, but his wife did not return his smile and when Rachel started to get up, he motioned for her to stay.


    Anna glared at him. “What do you do in my mother’s cottage that cannot be disturbed?”


    “‘Tis worse than that, I told Connor to lie to you.”


    Anna’s anger suddenly turned to concern. “Has someone died?”


    “Not yet.” He pulled a chair away from the table, waited for her to sit and then made himself comfortable. “I took Charlet out through the hidden door and gave her to a man who will protect her. She will be safe now.” He leaned forward and kissed his wife on the lips. “It seems you are not the only one in this family with secrets.”


    He talked quickly trying to give the wives as much information as he could in the time he thought he had left. “And, Laird MacDonald will be here soon.”


    “What do you intend to do?” asked Rachel.


    “I intend to let him think Kenna is Charlet, but I need your help. I need you to make her as becoming as possible. Can you do it?”


    Rachel’s eyes sparkled. “She is already handsome; she just does not know how to show it. We will help her.”


    Kevin was relieved. He took hold of his wife’s hands, pulled her up, then into his arms and kissed her passionately. “We will continue this later.” He released her and went to the bedchamber where Kenna waited. Kevin glanced into the great hall below to make sure no one but Connor was there, and then ushered Kenna into the room where the wives waited. Then he closed the door behind him and began to explain what he wanted Kenna to do.


    


    “Bridget?”


    She opened one eye, looked up at him and groaned, “Oh...no.”


    “Are you awake?”


    “Nay.”


    Blair smiled. He had already taken her beyond the MacGreagor border and turned south toward the less populated lands of the Cameron clan. By nightfall, they would reach a loch where they could eat and rest.


    Charlet sat up, but her head hurt and she soon began to hold it in her hands.


    “Your horse threw you. Do you hurt inside?”


    “If I say yes, will you let go of me?”


    “Nay.” He tightened his arm around her waist.


    “I thought not.” She lightly touched her bruised cheek. Then she looked at the palms of her hands. Both had scratches but they were not deep. “Look away,” she demanded. She glared at him until he did and then raised her skirt to look at her knee. It was red but not badly hurt. She quickly lowered her skirt and looked to see if he was watching. He wasn’t and she relaxed a little. Then she noticed her plaid was the wrong color. “Did you…?”


    “Nay, Kevin changed you.”


    “But you looked.”


    “I did not look.”


    “Kevin could have waited. There is no end to what that man will do. I used to love him, but not any more. He is a stubborn, bull headed...”


    “It was necessary. We are on Cameron land now.”


    She surprised him when she slumped against him again and put her head on his chest. “I want to go home.”


    “So do I.”


    She sat back up. “Why do you want to go home?”


    “Home is far more interesting than this.”


    She folded her arms. “Finally, a lad who does not want to be with me. What did Kevin tell you? No let me guess, he told you I would run. He probably even told you I would try to trick you, but I would never do such a thing. I wish to stop.”


    He didn’t believe a word she said, but they were near a stream and they could both use a little rest. “You will obey me?”


    She smiled sweetly up at him. “Of course I will.”


    Now he was sure he couldn’t trust her. He halted the horse, dismounted, put his hands around her waist and gently helped her down. Then he held on for a moment. Before she could tell him to let go, he did.


    Bridget’s eyes were even with his chest and she slowly raised her gaze. “Good grief, you are as big as Kevin.”


    “Nay, I am bigger.” He took her elbow and started to guide her toward the stream.


    “Let go of me!” He did, she nearly toppled over and grabbed his arm just in time. He laughed and she glared.


    “You have a black eye.”


    “I do? Good, maybe people will think you beat me and make you let me go.”


    He knelt down, dipped water out of the stream with his hands and splashed his face. Then he drank several handfuls and turned to look at her. “Where would you go?”


    It was the first time she bothered to look around. The trees were not as thick as on MacGreagor land and the place was completely unfamiliar. “Somewhere...anywhere.”


    “Can you hunt or fish?”


    “Of course I can, I am a MacGreagor.”


    “Nay, you are a Cameron. You are Bridget Cameron and if anyone asks, you are my wife.”


    She walked a few feet down stream and knelt down. “Who would believe that?” She yanked the scarf off her hair and dipped it in the water.


    “I prefer you wear that.”


    “I prefer you take me home.” She wrung out the scarf and started to wash her face, but it hurt and she stopped. “How long did I sleep?” When she finally looked at him, he was sprawled out on a rock looking like he didn’t have a care in the world.


    “Half a day.”


    “Who are you?”


    “I am Blair Cameron and I am your protection.”


    “Who will protect me from you?”


    He smiled. “Who will protect me from you?”


    She wanted to, but she didn’t dare smile. Just as he had, she dipped her hands in the water and drank. When she finished, she could feel him right behind her. Without even looking, she put her hand out. He took it and helped her stand up. Again she smiled sweetly up at him, “Thank you.” She said it in English hoping he wouldn’t understand.


    “You are welcome,” he answered in English.


    Bridget rolled her eyes.


    


    Kevin stood in the great hall with Connor by his side, and Anna and Rachel stood a few feet behind them. Each man knew exactly where his wife was and was prepared to protect her if there was trouble. Before them stood the MacDonald laird, flanked by three large, fierce warriors.


    “I will have the one you call Charlet!” demanded Laird MacDonald.


    Kevin sneered, “Why would I give her to you? All lads want her. What can you offer that another lad cannot?”


    “I will make her mistress over three thousand. What more could a woman want?”


    “‘Tis not enough!” Standing at the top of the stairs, Kenna’s voice boomed across the room and every eye turned to look at her. Half of her long red hair hung down her back and the other half was draped over one shoulder. Rachel had woven blue flowers in her hair, her lips were moistened with oil and her spirited blue eyes caught the light just right.


    Even Kevin found her striking and Laird MacDonald couldn’t stop gawking at her. “I have heard you are bonnie, but I could not imagine such as this.”


    Kenna took three steps down and held her head high as though she were a queen. “You offer to make me mistress over thousands, but you are an old lad. After you die, what would I be?”


    Laird MacDonald could hardly think. Never before had a woman talked to him like that. If she were a man, he would strike her down and silence her. Then again, a lively wife might just brighten his world. He smiled.


    It was not the reaction Kevin hoped for and he held his breath.


    Kenna narrowed her eyes. “Are you too old to answer my question?”


    That riled Laird MacDonald. “See here, Charlet, you may not speak to me that way.”


    She swung her hips just a little to taunt him and he noticed. Every man in the room noticed. “I decline your offer of marriage. I will not bed an old lad.” She turned, walked back up the stairs with her head still held high, and opened the nearest door. She didn’t even look back before she slammed it shut behind her.


    Laird MacDonald jumped at the noise and then turned to glare at Kevin. But when Kevin only shrugged, he stormed out with his guard right behind him.


    Everyone inside the Keep waited, listened for the sound of the horse’s hooves going across the wooden bridge and then collectively let out a sigh of relief. Kenna opened the door a crack, saw they were gone and then flew down the stairs. But instead of running to Kevin, she threw herself into Anna’s arms. “I was so frightened.”


    Anna held her tight. “You were wonderful! Had I not known better, I would have thought you a princess.”


    “Truly?”


    “Aye,” agreed Kevin, “and a very bonnie one at that. Perhaps we should have all our women with golden hair borrow your trick.”


    Connor seriously considered it. “‘Tis not a bad idea, Kevin. Did you see the way the MacDonald guards looked at her? Word of her beauty will spread quickly and they may try to take her. More lasses with red hair would addle them.”


    “Aye and they will spread the word that Charlet is still here, which is precisely our plan.”


    Kenna leaned closer to Anna. “Am I truly bonnie?”


    “Of course, all MacGreagor lasses are very, very handsome.”


    Kevin took hold of her shoulders, turned Kenna toward him and kissed her forehead. “We have burdened you greatly for one your age. I am pleased...”


    She didn’t mean to interrupt him, but she truly wanted to know. “Where is Charlet?”


    “She is safe but there is a lad who wants to hurt her and we have hidden her.” Kevin let go and took a step back. “That is our next problem. How do we explain her absence to the clan?” He hadn’t meant to direct his question at Kenna and was surprised when she answered.


    “Simple, put me on a horse and let some of them watch Charlet leave. If they do not see me up close, I can fool them.”


    Kevin usually didn’t speak his thoughts, but this time he did. “We let the MacDonald think Charlet is still here, yet we let the clan think she is gone. But we want the lad who wishes her harm to think she is still here so he will not look for her elsewhere.”


    “Confounding them could work in our favor,” said Connor. “‘Tis is a question of whom the lad will believe -- the MacDonald laird or the MacGreagor clan. We can bring Kenna back in after dark and we will still have her here to fool the next laird who wants Charlet.”


    Kenna’s eyes widened. “Do you mean there are more?”


    


    Blair insisted, so once more Bridget was sitting in front of him on his horse. She refused to lean against him, however, but the rocking motion of the horse made it almost impossible not to. She kept her hands folded in her lap and tried to enjoy the countryside, but every once in a while, she put her hand on her head.


    “Does your head hurt?”


    She rolled her eyes. “Of course it hurts, my horse threw me.”


    “Do you wish to stop?”


    “I wish to ride my own horse.”


    “Not until your head stops hurting.”


    “In that case, I believe it is a miracle. It does not hurt in the least.”


    It was his turn to roll his eyes. “Does your knee hurt?”


    She was so furious she slapped his arm. “You looked!”


    Blair halted the horses, grabbed both her hands and looked mean when he spoke. “You will never strike me again.”


    She looked just as mean. “You will never tell me what to do again.”


    He had no idea how to handle this situation. His glare should have scared the wits out of her, but she wasn’t at all intimidated. He decided a softer approach might be best and lowered his voice. “‘Tis improper to strike someone except in war and you know it. Say you are sorry.”


    She wasn’t at all sorry, but she too decided to try another approach. She wiggled her hands free, wrapped her arms around him and put her head on his chest. “I am truly sorry. Do you forgive me?”


    What he suddenly wanted to do was wrap his arms around her as well, but he couldn’t let her win so easily. He pried her away and got off his horse. Then he lifted her and plopped her down on the bare back of her own horse. “You will never do that again.”


    She shrugged, lifted one leg to the other side, settled herself and took hold of the horse’s mane. “As you wish.”


    He was back on his horse and headed off again before he realized she had just won the first battle. She wanted to ride her own horse and now she was. He ran his fingers through his blond hair and closed his green eyes.


    Ten minutes later when he looked back, she had both her hands on her head holding it. He stopped, moved her horse up next to him, leaned over and opened his arm. She didn’t hesitate to wrap both of hers around his neck and let him lift her into his lap. She lowered her arms and again folded her hands.


    He lifted her chin so he could see her face and noticed a tear roll down her cheek. “Does the pain cause your tears?”


    “I have never been injured before. My mother would know how to ease it; she helped my father when his face was hurt.”


    “What did she do?”


    “She put a cold cloth on it.”


    “Then we will do the same. We are not far from a loch and we will stop there for the night.”


    “May I touch you now?”


    His heart was beginning to melt and it was a new experience. He felt protective, caring and worried all at the same time. And for the first time in his life, he doubted his own self-control. He was supposed to protect her, not fall in love with her. Kevin was right, she had the power of a thousand Highlander warriors all wrapped up in one little tear. He cupped his hand around her head and gently put it against his chest.


    


    Blair and Charlet got to the loch a little sooner than he expected. He halted the horses, lifted her down and then paid more attention to the horses than to her. He let them drink and then set them free to graze on the tall grass.


    She hadn’t said a word in hours, but she wasn’t crying or holding her head anymore. He noticed when she walked into the trees and wondered if she would try to run. But, it would get cold soon and whether she liked it or not, she needed his extra plaids and the warmth of a fire.


    The trees were even further apart than at noon and she was not pleased. She kept right on walking and expected him to come get her but he didn’t. She wondered if he bothered to bring any food. Then she heard something in the forest. She thought it was Blair and looked back, but he was still in the clearing building a fire. She couldn’t see or hear anything more, but just in case, she turned around and went back.


    He heard her and when she came back and stood behind him, he didn’t bother to turn around. “Go to the loch and wash.”


    She clicked her tongue in disgust and spoke in Gaelic, “You sound just like a husband.” She planned to go wash anyway, but she had a thing or two to tell him on the way -- in English. “You are a stubborn, mule-headed, horse’s rear end and the biggest lame brained man I have ever seen.”


    He had to walk quickly into the forest so she wouldn’t see him laugh.


    


    At the MacGreagor hold, the sun was almost down. Connor put Kenna on a horse and handed her a bundle filled with Charlet’s belongings. “Keep your head down. Let them think you are too unhappy to look at anyone.” She nodded and he mounted his horse.


    He noticed a few people were starting to come down the path and knew he needed to hurry. He urged his horse to gallop and as soon as they were across the drawbridge, the guards began to raise it. Once they were out of view, he turned their horses into the forest and took the long way around until they were behind the Keep and not too far away from the hidden door in the wall.


    “We will rest here. It must be very dark before you go back in.” He suddenly thought of something. “Do you know how to swim?”


    “Of course I do.”


    “Good. Kevin will be waiting on the other side of the moat to take you back inside,” Connor said.


    “What will you do?”


    “I will go back around and enter over the bridge. The guards will lower it, lads will come out to see what is happening and they will realize Charlet did not come back with me.”


    “Will they ask where she has gone?”


    “They might, but Kevin knows how to silence them without answering. Try not to worry, all will be well.”


    “I only worry about one thing; someone might take me thinking I am Charlet.”


    “We will not let that happen.”


    


    


    CHAPTER III


    


    Kevin had not sent a message to the King of England for years and he wasn’t quite sure how to accomplish it now. In bed with his arms wrapped around his wife, he was trying to explain. “The word is ‘hollow’ and the message must contain the word somehow.”


    “How did Athena get a message to him?”


    “Athena walked right into his court.”


    Anna’s eyes widened. “And you let her?”


    “My love, I could hardly stop her. She was an elder, you might recall. Even a laird must respect the wishes of an elder.”


    “I could take the message.”


    “That, I can prevent.”


    “But Kevin, I am your best choice. I am English and I can go anywhere without anyone noticing.”


    He took a deep breath, released her and rolled on to his back. “I could not bear it if anything happened to you. We have not been apart in years and I would be beside myself with worry.”


    “I will take a full guard and wait for the king on MacGreagor land just as you did. He will come to me quickly and I will be gone but a few days. I will be safe.”


    “The only place you are truly safe is in my arms.”


    She moved closer and kissed his neck. “And I have loved being safe in your arms.”


    “I promised to keep you safe and I also promised never to lie to you. Yet I did lie. I let you think I was with another woman in your mother’s cottage.”


    “You had to protect Charlet and get her away quickly. That is what a good lad is supposed to do. You expected me to be upset because you didn’t tell me about Charlet, and you did not have time to deal with it. You would have been right, you know. I am not always a reasonable lass.”


    He smiled and kissed her lips. “You know me too well. The truth is I hardly remembered Charlet was not ours to keep or I would have told you.”


    “Let me go to England. ‘Tis the only way to know if the king arranged her marriage. If he did, we can bring her home.”


    


    It was dark, Charlet was cold, and the fire was going out. At least he had given her a plaid to keep her warm, an apple and some cheese to eat. She felt better after that. But how was she supposed to close her eyes and sleep with a strange man only a few feet from her? She had only one choice. She would stay awake the whole night. Her head was still hurting and even the cold, wet cloth he brought her didn’t help. She watched him lay down on the other side of the fire and thought maybe he did not mean her any harm. So she slowly stretched out and closed her eyes.


    The next thing she knew, she was sitting up. Blair was on his knees beside her with his hand over her mouth.


    He could see that her eyes were filled with terror and he knew she might be afraid of him when he got that close in the night, but he couldn’t let her keep screaming. He quickly put his mouth close to her ear. “You are safe.”


    She remembered her nightmare then and her whole body shuddered. Charlet closed her eyes, slowly released the memory and let her muscles relax. When he took his hand off her mouth, she wanted to explain. “My parents died in a fire and I saw them burn. I do not always have that dream, just sometimes.”


    He nodded. “I must sleep next to you.” He stood up and went to get his bedding.


    “Why?”


    “So I will not have so far to run the next time you start to scream. I will not hurt you.”


    She did not truly trust him until she finally realized something. If Blair harmed her in anyway, Kevin would kill him and that made her feel safer than she had since the fire. She turned on her side facing away from him, listened while he spread his plaid and felt him lay down beside her. “Blair?”


    He turned on his side with his back to her. “What?”


    “How far?”


    “Half a day. You will like it there.”


    “What will I like?”


    “Go to sleep, Bridget.”


    


    The next morning, Kevin, Connor and Rachel stood on the landing of the Keep and watched Anna ride out of the hold. Just beyond the bridge, she turned on her horse to look at her husband. She smiled to reassure him, waited until her guards surrounded her and then rode away.


    But Kevin didn’t have much time to regret letting her go. A rider swiftly came to tell him Fergusons were on MacGreagor land and were coming this way.


    “How many?”


    The boy’s horse danced around, but he finally got control and then answered, “Two, their laird rides with them and they are unarmed.”


    “Let them come.” Kevin looked at Connor. “What could he want?”


    “You know what he wants, he is unmarried.”


    Kevin sighed, “Send someone to find Kenna.”


    


    Laird Shaw Ferguson led his men up the road toward the MacGreagor hold. Not two years before, the Fergusons had gone to war with the MacGreagors, the MacGreagors easily won and Kevin killed Laird Ferguson. The new laird was well aware he was not welcome on MacGreagor land, but he wanted peace between the two clans. His elder brother had been an unkind man and Shaw Ferguson was not sorry Kevin killed him.


    This was no time to show cowardice, so Laird Ferguson boldly rode his horse across the bridge, dismounted and waited in the courtyard for the MacGreagor laird to meet him. He was standing with his legs apart and his hands behind his back when he saw her coming down the path. She took his breath away. He didn’t especially like red hair; he preferred golden hair like his instead. But she was so becoming, he would not have cared if her hair was green.


    Kenna spotted him too and didn’t think she had ever seen a more handsome man. She stopped and stared at him. Did Kevin really want her to turn down this marriage proposal? Then she remembered she was supposed to be Charlet. She turned, gracefully climbed the steps with her head held high and went inside the Keep.


    Shaw Ferguson waited. Another woman with red hair came out of a cottage and then another appeared. He hardly moved his lips when he spoke to the guard standing beside him. “Do all their women have red hair?”


    Just then, Connor came out to the landing and motioned for them to come up the steps. As soon as he entered, Shaw spotted the woman sitting at the long table with her hands gracefully folded in her lap. She was looking down as though she were bored.


    Kevin, on the other hand, was standing with his arms tightly folded. “You are on MacGreagor land.”


    “I am Shaw Ferguson. You killed my brother and I came to thank you for it.”


    Kevin was impressed, but he didn’t trust a Ferguson and wouldn’t be pacified so easily. He didn’t say another word and instead glared at the man.


    But Ferguson didn’t back down and finally said, “I have come to ask for peace between our two clans. Many of my followers have family here and they want to see them again. Will you allow it?”


    “And that is all you want?”


    “It is.” The woman looked at him then and he looked at her. To his surprise, she smiled. But he couldn’t be sure she wasn’t Kevin’s wife or daughter, so he looked away.


    Kevin didn’t quite believe him. “You have not come to ask for a wife?”


    “I will, if it will bring peace between us. Which lass would you like me to consider?”


    Kenna started to laugh, Connor smiled and Kevin was having a hard time keeping from laughing.


    But it confounded the Ferguson. “Do I amuse you?”


    Kevin tried to quickly mend the damage. “Lately, there has been an unusual number of requests for the hands of some of our lasses. We expected you to want the same.”


    “If this one is an example I can see why.” He glanced at her and could tell he made Kenna blush. “Is she your wife?”


    Kevin liked this man. He was courteous, respectful and not like his brother at all. There was a time when he was friends with Shaw Ferguson’s father and perhaps this son was more like him. It would be a good alliance and Kevin wanted to know more about Shaw Ferguson before he agreed to call a truce. “She is not my wife. Kenna you may leave now.”


    She got up and walked to Kevin. Kevin did not demand that his followers curtsy to him, but when in the presence of others, they always did out of respect for him. She curtsied to Kevin, then to Laird Ferguson and went to the door, but she wasn’t completely gone before she heard Laird Ferguson say, “Kenna is a fine name.” She ran down the steps and headed up the path. “Wait until Julie hears this!”


    Inside the Keep, Kevin offered Shaw a goblet of wine and the two men sat down at the table. “At the beginning of our war, your lads killed a MacGreagor, his wife and one of his sons. At the end of the battle, I demanded the Fergusons bring me the lads who committed the murders, but they brought only one lad. I suspect there were more.”


    “There were two more; your lads killed them in the battle.”


    “I see. Why did your brother want a war with us?”


    “He lusted after your land, your clan and your wife. I have heard she is a bonnie lass as well.”


    So far, Kevin felt the man was being honest. “Where were you in the battle?”


    “He left me to protect our land. You could easily have taken the rest of us had you attacked. Why did you not?”


    “The MacGreagors do not enjoy killing. Your lads were poorly trained and it was not a worthy fight.”

  


  
    “That is true, we are not well trained. I have much to do now that I am the Ferguson laird. The people feared my brother and because he was so unworthy, they do not yet trust me. I am hoping an alliance with you will ease their fears. What must I do to convince you the Fergusons want peace?”


    Kevin looked down. The MacGreagors would like to see their Ferguson relatives again, that was true enough. It was also true the Fergusons lost their best men in the war and those who were left posed little danger to the MacGreagors. It would be beneficial to have a friend both to his west and to his east. Kevin stood up. “Tell your people they may meet with their MacGreagor relatives on your side of the loch tomorrow after the noon meal.”


    Shaw Ferguson got up too and walked back to stand in front of his guard. “That will greatly please them, thank you.” He turned to go and then turned back. “Is Kenna married?”


    Kevin smiled. “Nay, and unless I am mistaken, she has Ferguson relatives.”


    


    Charlet hadn’t thought about Kenna and Julie for hours and to her surprise, she missed them. She missed Kevin, although she was still mad at him. She missed her adopted brothers and sisters, Anna, Rachel, and even Connor. She used to think Connor was the most handsome man on earth, but just this morning she finally looked at Blair. He was smiling when she woke up and she didn’t remember seeing that before. He fed her, folded her plaid, lifted her onto her horse and smiled at her again. Her head didn’t hurt as much and for a moment, she wished she was back in his arms with her head on his chest but she dismissed that thought quickly.


    He hadn’t said much, which was good. Waking up with a sharp mind was not her best quality. He did insist she put the long scarf back on to cover her red hair and she didn’t argue. She had a lot to think about. If she really was the daughter of a king, then she was a princess. Oh why did he have to be the English King? Why couldn’t he be the Scottish King? Of Course, the King of Scotland wouldn’t need to hide a child in the Highlands. Would she ever meet the King of England? He must be a very old man if Kevin met him years ago. Maybe he wasn’t still alive. No, the Highlanders would have heard if the King of England died. She had a real family out there somewhere and she wanted to know who they were.


    “Bridget.”


    She hadn’t even noticed they stopped. “What?”


    “We are here.” She took a long look at her new home and it was stunning. There were trees, though not as lush as MacGreagor trees, but the loch was as smooth as glass, the rolling hills were green, and flowers were everywhere. Then she noticed the cottage. A man, a woman and a boy were looking at her so she nodded her greeting.


    “This is my brother and his wife. The Lad is Ross.” Blair got down, helped her down, and then went to hug his sister-in-law, slap his brother on the back and scoop the five-year-old up into his arms. He swung the boy around and then kissed him on the cheek. “You have grown.”


    The woman smiled at Bridget, but talked to Blair, “Have you finally taken a wife?”


    “Nay, this one has refused me as well.”


    She hooked her arm through Bridget’s and walked her into the cottage. “Will you not reconsider? He will make a fine husband, I will see to it.”


    “Aye, but I will not make a fine wife.”


    


    As soon as word spread that Kevin would allow the MacGreagors to visit with their Ferguson relatives, Kenna’s mother grew almost too overcome with joy to make preparations. She had not seen her brother in two years and didn’t even know if he survived the war.


    Kenna was even happier than her mother. She hoped...even prayed Laird Ferguson would be there.


    It took more than an hour to walk through the forest to the meeting place and it occurred to Kenna that this could be a happy day, or if they learned her uncle had not survived, one of the worst days of her life. She loved her uncle and wasn’t sure how she would feel about the Fergusons if he died in a stupid war -- a war the Fergusons started.


    At last, they reached the clearing. Ferguson plaids were yellow, MacGreagors wore blue and it was easy to tell who belonged to which clan. Her mother boldly walked into the middle of the clearing, but Kenna held back. She began to scan the faces of the Ferguson men and when she spotted Laird Ferguson, she quickly passed over him. She noticed her mother still standing alone and her heart was about to break.


    Finally she saw him. Kenna rushed out, grabbed her mother’s hand and quickly guided her into the arms of a Ferguson on the other side of the clearing. She was thrilled to see her uncle and not at all willing to wait long for his hug.


    Shaw Ferguson spotted Kenna the moment she neared the clearing and he too was relieved her loved one was not dead. He hoped to win her heart, but the death of a family member would postpone that considerably. What happened next greatly surprised him. The man he saw earlier with Kevin MacGreagor walked his horse into the clearing and softly whistled. Every MacGreagor turned to look at him, but he was looking at Kenna. As soon as Kenna saw him, she ran to the man on the horse, stretched out her hand and was hauled up behind him. Then Connor turned and carried her off.


    Kenna was not pleased, but waited until they were out of hearing. “How old is this one?”


    “He is younger than I, holds land much farther north and insists you leave with him immediately.” Connor was not smiling. He was afraid Rachel was going into labor and wanted to be with his wife. But he, Kevin and Kenna were the only ones who knew what was going on and Kevin had his hands full with Laird Sinclair and his contingent of twenty guards.


    On a horse, it took a lot less time to get home and before long, Kenna was up the steps of the Keep and in the door with Connor right behind her. She took her time weaving her way through the guards and did not look pleased because she wasn’t. She wanted to see Laird Ferguson, not another dim-witted, overzealous, undesirable sop.


    When she finally reached Kevin, she turned to face the strangers and then leaned closer to her laird. “Which one?”


    Laird Sinclair was a thin man and his voice squawked as though he needed to clear his throat. “I am Laird Sinclair.”


    Kenna’s eyebrows shot up. “You?” She had to mind her manners, so she curtsied, but it was obvious her heart was not in it. Again, she leaned closer to Kevin. “My knees will soon give out if I have to keep this up. I say the lads should curtsy and the lasses can stand stiff as a tree before them.”


    Laird Sinclair was aghast at such a thought. “Lads should curtsey?”


    She ignored him and gave her full attention to Kevin. “Lads should do the wash. When a lass kneels by the loch to do the wash, her skirt always gets wet. Then she has to wash that as well. Lads should do the wash or at least wear the long skirts and let the lasses wear the short. They should...”


    Kevin was not going to be able to bear this much longer without laughing, so he interrupted her. “Perhaps you should rest. It has been a long day already and you are tired.”


    Kenna nodded. She weakly curtsied to Kevin, half curtsied to the Sinclair and then walked up the stairs. She meekly opened the first door and softly closed it behind her.


    Every eye followed her and when Laird Sinclair turned back to Kevin, he was appalled. “She is bonnie yes, but the lass is daft. I had not heard that.” He was still muttering when he walked out the door with his guard right behind him.


    Kevin could hardly wait until the man left, before both he and Connor doubled over with laughter.


    


    The King of England’s court was always filled with people and many messengers came to bring him word of this or that. He wore a knee length green tunic, white hose and a green cloak. Most of the men were dressed similarly while the women wore gowns with tight bodices, full skirts and long, billowing sleeves. He doubted this message was going to be any more entertaining than the others. It was from Lady Anna Stoneham.


    “Stoneham,” the king muttered. He was not a large man. In fact, next to a Highlander, he was quite puny. “Why do I know that name? What is the message?”


    “She said to say, her heart is hollow.”


    The king was greatly alarmed but he hid it well. “See the man is paid for his trouble.”


    “Does Your Majesty wish to reply?”


    The king raised a hand to brush the man away, “I wish nothing to do with the woman. She is clearly out of her wits. Be gone with you.”


    The messenger backed up and bowed repeatedly until he was out of the king’s sight.


    


    Anna had been waiting in the clearing for two days. Surely, the king would come soon. She wanted to be back in Kevin’s arms and she was worried Rachel would have her baby while she was away. There was nothing she could do but wait however, so she resigned herself to it.


    Her guard constantly kept watch. Anna was their mistress, they loved her and they were not about to let anything happen. They were much too close to the border with England and anything was possible. So when they heard horses coming, they quickly hid Anna in the forest, drew their swords and got ready to fight.


    They waited, watched the King of England boldly walk into the clearing alone and at length, let Anna go out to greet him. She curtsied to show her respect.


    “Rise.”


    She did as he commanded and smiled. “I am Lady Anna Stoneham.”


    “Your husband is named Stoneham?”


    “Nay, Stoneham was my father. Perhaps you remember my mother. You once said she had a smile that could make the birds sing.”


    “I only recall one woman I said that about. She was a lovely woman by the name of...good grief, you are Catherin’s daughter. And you husband is...”


    “Perhaps it would be unwise to speak his name.”


    “You are quite right, quite right indeed.” He took off his crown and set it on the ground. “Blasted heavy, bothersome thing! Come closer, Anna, let me look at you. You keep your mother’s beauty well. Tell me, is she...”


    “She died a year ago this week. But because of you, she had the love of a good man and lived in peace. I thank you, my King.”


    “Do you also thank me for killing your father?”


    “He was a cruel man who deserved to die. Will it shock you if I say I preferred to kill him myself?”


    The king grinned and wrapped her hand around his arm. “Where is your guard?”


    “Right behind you.”


    He turned around, saw the giants and turned back to Anna. “My guard is, no doubt, cowering in the woods.”


    She patted his arm and returned his grin. “They are very wise lads.”


    He walked her to a log on the far side of the clearing, waited for her to sit and then joined her. “I want to know all about your life in the Highlands. Is your husband well?”


    “Very well indeed. He sends his regards.”


    “And your sister? A dreadful thing finding her in the closet that way.”


    “She too is well.” Anna sighed, “You did not happen to bring any English wine, did you? The highlanders make it, but not as well as the English. Pray do not tell my husband I said so.”


    The king smiled. “I left in such a hurry, the thought did not cross my mind. Your sister is well? I think of her often. What happened to her was my fault, you know. If I had listened to your plea...”


    “She is happy, married and with child. ‘Tis all in the past and just as well forgotten, but I do have a question.” She watched his expression carefully. “Sixteen years ago, an Englishman gave my husband a gift. Do you know what the gift was?”


    The king closed his eyes and bowed his head. “Tell me she is not dead.”


    “She is not dead.”


    “Thank God. You cannot know how often I have wanted to go get her and bring her home. But it is not yet safe. She is my sister’s child and she is first in line to my throne. Once I am dead, she will become the Queen of England if she so chooses. Tell me about her?”


    Anna smiled. “She is a wonderful young woman and so handsome, men walk into walls staring at her. Her hair is red, her eyes are green and her laughter is glorious. She is also quite determined to have her own way, temperamental at times and not easily persuaded to do anything she does not want to do.”


    The king chuckled. “She sounds just like my beloved sister. My Victoria was slain, you know. She and her husband were put upon by blackhearts who confessed to receiving payment for their deed. In my rage, I cut them down and neglected to discover who paid them. But I have my suspicions. The one I suspect most sits at my right hand where I can keep a keen eye on him. He is my nephew and second in line.”


    “How did the baby survive?”


    “Victoria’s maid rescued the child. She was but three days old.”


    “Does your nephew know about her?”


    “I am afraid so. He does not know where she is, however. When I am dead, a guard will go get her.”


    “I will tell her what a good lad you are, but she will miss never knowing you.”


    “I miss not knowing her. I wish there were another way, but ‘tis just not safe,” said the king.


    “Might you meet her in the forest one day?”


    “I will consider that. Perhaps I will consider that with vigor. Did you come just to tell me about her, or is there trouble I should know about?”


    “Kevin has hidden her.”


    “What? Why?”


    “An Englishman has asked for her hand in marriage.”


    The king reeled back. “Who? I will kill him.”


    “Then you did not arrange a marriage?”


    “Is that what the man told you?”


    “Nay, we have not yet seen him. He sent word of his proposal through the clans, but he knew her name and where she was.”


    


    


    CHAPTER IV


    


    The king gritted his teeth and wanted to loudly vent his rage, but he calmed himself and then whispered, “You will not see him, he is a coward or he would have contacted Kevin directly. Can Kevin protect her?”


    “We love her and we will all protect her with our lives.”


    “Does she know English?”


    “Aye, we teach all the children at least enough to…”


    “Go on.”


    “...to understand, should the English ever think to attack us.”


    That made him smile again. “It will not happen in my lifetime, you know. I was once in love with Kevin’s mother.”


    “Were you?”


    “We sometimes met in this very clearing. I would have stolen her from the Highlander had I not feared a war with them.” The king got a whimsical look in his eye. “I have not loved a woman that much since. I think she loved me too, but she always went back to Kevin’s father. I think she was happy there and I know she loved her children.”


    “And that is how you knew you could trust Kevin with your gift?”


    “Aye, your husband has her blood.” He stood up and helped Anna rise. “I will send word if I find the man and you do the same.”


    “We will.” Anna started to curtsey, but the king took hold of her hand. “I would not allow your mother to curtsey to me nor will I allow you to. ‘Tis I who owes you the honor. Tell me one last thing. What is her name?”


    Anna leaned close to his ear and whispered, “Charlet.”


    “‘Tis a good name. Tell your husband he has done well.”


    “I will. By the way, Athena taught me how to break a man’s arm.”


    The king caught the gleam in her eye, watched her join her guard and then disappear into the forest. He grinned, “Athena. Now there was a woman I would have liked in my bed.”


    


    Charlet was so bored she thought she would die. Her face was healing nicely and the black and blue around her eye was fading. She had been inside the cottage most of the time for days, helped with the meals, played with the child and strummed her fingers on the table. Blair went outside often and she wanted to go with him, but he always said no. He was a stubborn, mule-headed…


    Blair stuck his head in the door and smiled. “Would you like to go for a swim?”


    “Do not taunt me.”


    “As you wish.” He closed the door in her face.


    That made her mad. She charged out, ran down the hill, kicked off her shoes and hurried into the loch with all her clothes on. A little happiness at last. It was a lot colder than it looked. She swam anyway, hoping to get used to the water and when she turned, he was swimming right beside her. She began to tread water. “Have you nothing else to do?”


    “Nay.”


    She rolled her eyes and swam off.


    He easily kept up with her. He had missed her foul mood and was happy to see it back. The outdoors seemed to do that for her and maybe he should let her out more. Besides, she was driving his sister-in-law daft.


    She treaded water again. “You need not protect me in the loch, I swim quite well.”


    “I can see that, but ‘tis cold and you may soon be in pain.”


    “Are you in pain?”


    “Not yet, however I suggest we get out soon. You might try to drown me when I rescue you.”


    “That is a tempting thought.”


    “Bridget, go back now!”


    She didn’t want to, but he was right; she would be cramping soon. She did as he said and at length, she walked out of the water. Fully feeling the weight of the wet wool, she sat down on a rock and started to wring the water out of her skirt. “I am unhappy here.”


    Blair sat down beside her. “I know.”


    She tried not to notice when he peeled off his shirt and exposed his bare chest. “I would be safe at home. Kevin could protect me.”


    “How long would you have been happy if Kevin kept you inside the wall?”


    “I would have been happier than I am here.”


    He unlaced the straps and pulled off one of his wet leather shoes. “Since the war with the Fergusons, many people know about the hidden doors in the wall. A determined man could get in and harm you. Kevin could guard the doors, guard your cottage, guard every step you took, but if no one knows where you are, you do not need to be so closely guarded.”


    The sun was starting to warm her and she turned her face upward to soak it in. “I am to be a prisoner no matter where I go.”


    “Kevin said you are a gift from the King of England.”


    “What else did he tell you?”


    “He said you would hate me.”


    “I hate all lads. They gawk at me, they follow me and they are constantly asking me to marry them.”


    “There, you see, that is one plague you do not have here.”


    Her mouth started to curl into a smile. “And I do not have Kenna and Julie pestering me.”


    “Who are they?”


    “When we get back, I will introduce you to them. They want a husband desperately and they do not care who. You would do nicely.”


    “And you think I will choose just any lass? You are wrong; I wait for a very pleasing lass.”


    “Do you? Will she be simple minded?”


    He ignored her sarcasm and pulled off his other shoe. “She will be very wise. She will smile often, gladly let me hold her and she will have a laugh that warms my heart.”


    “Then you will adore either Kenna or Julie. They smile often, they long to be in the arms of a man and they giggle constantly.”


    “Do they have red hair?”


    “Nay, their hair is yellow.”


    “Good, maybe I will like them after all.” Blair got up, grabbed his shoes and headed into the cottage.


    Bridget felt a little wounded for some odd reason.


    


    A third laird came; Kenna rejected him and rushed off to spend the day with Julie, who now also had red hair.


    Julie moaned, “You can tell me why you constantly go to the Keep. I will not tell, I promise.”


    “Aye, but I promised not to tell you. Would you have me break my promise?”


    “Nay, I guess not.”


    “I wish he would come back.” Kenna began to stroll down the northern most path for the fifth time that day.


    “Laird Ferguson?”


    “Aye. I saw him only briefly at the gathering and we did not speak at all. Now my mother does not intend to visit with her brother again for a month. I am certain I will die if I have to wait that long.”


    Julie wrinkled her brow, “You love this lad?”


    “He makes my heart flutter when I see him. I do not know if that is love or not? Do you know?”


    Kenna rarely asked her anything and sadly Julie didn’t have the answer. “Nay, my heart has never fluttered.”


    “I once thought I preferred Duff, but now...” She heard the long, slow whistle signaling a new arrival and held her breath. Then she let it out. It was probably another too thin, too old, or too ugly laird wanting to marry Charlet. She was getting tired of the whole mess.


    


    Charlet was still sitting on the rock, her shoes were only a couple of feet away and Blair was out of sight. Her chance had finally arrived. Casual, that’s how she would act. She got up, picked up her shoes and began to wander along the rocky bank of the loch. She stopped, put her shoes on, enjoyed the view and wandered a little farther. Then she skipped a small stone across the water and paused to watch a bird soar through the air.


    She was so busy ignoring where Blair might be, she wasn’t aware of the eyes that watched her from behind a large rock. Closer and closer she walked, climbing up on rocks and then jumping down, all the time wondering where Blair put her horse. She glanced toward the trees, but looked away before she realized Blair was there motioning for her to come to him. She glanced again and this time his bow was loaded and he wasn’t looking at her. Instead, he was watching something not far from her.


    Charlet was terrified. A wild boar could tear her to shreds, a highlander might want her or it could be, God forbid, the English. Her heart raced but she remained outwardly calm. There was no point in trying to run on the rocks, but she could jump from rock to rock as though she suspected nothing.


    An arrow suddenly pierced the side of her upper arm. Bridget cried out, grabbed her arm, stepped between the rocks and crouched down as low as she could.


    Just as the Englishman let loose his arrow, Blair shot him through the neck. Another man rose up, saw the Highlander and started to run. But Blair reloaded and shot his arrow through the man’s back into his heart. A third man also ran, but he was too far away and chasing him meant not helping Charlet. Blair hurried to her, scooped her into his arms and took her deep into the forest.


    “Who were they?”


    “English. Be still, I must pull the arrow out. It will hurt but you must be quiet.” He set her down, found a strong twig, made her put it between her teeth and before she could protest, he held her arm tight and yanked the arrow out. It came out easily, which meant it had not pierced her bone, but her arm was bleeding profusely. He pulled the strip of plaid off his shoulder, cut it with his dagger, wrapped it tightly around her arm and tied it.


    The arrow hurt more coming out than going in and Charlet was glad she had the stick to bite on. Still the tears flowed. Then she realized the last Englishman might be coming back, so she pulled the stick out of her mouth and threw it away. As soon as Blair had her arm bound, she got to her feet.


    He was impressed with her courage, but there wasn’t time to dwell on it. Blair had to take her somewhere other than into the cottage where a fire could trap her. He also needed to alert his brother. He led her through the trees toward the cottage and then stopped. Able to see the doorway, he cupped his hands over his mouth and made a piercing noise.


    Instantly, the cottage door opened and Blair’s brother stood just inside with his sword drawn. Blair put his hand up to keep him from coming out, then through a series of hand signals, let his brother know there were three, they were English and she was hurt. His brother pointed to his own chest, Blair shook his head and pointed to his own arm. Then he pretended to shoot an arrow.


    Blair’s brother signaled something back, but by then Charlet was no longer interested. She wasn’t feeling well and her arm hurt. Before, she was kneeling beside Blair, but then she sat down and held her lower arm. Even being thrown by a horse didn’t hurt this much. She hoped she wouldn’t, but then hoped she would pass out.


    


    Anna had been gone nearly six days and was relieved to see her home in the distance, but when she neared, the bridge was up. Her guard halted. Gordon, Kevin’s third in command, could see no enemy, but the bridge was normally down in the daytime unless there was danger. He hadn’t heard the long, low whistle the guards were supposed to let out when riders approach either, so he signaled for half the guard to take Anna into the forest. Then he cautiously walked his horse forward.


    There were no MacGreagor guards on the top of the wall. In fact, there were no signs of MacGreagors at all. He kept going, glancing in all directions and trying to figure out where the danger was. Then he saw them.


    In the meadow outside the wall, six men stood with their legs apart and their arms folded. Each had a guard and each wore plaids with different dominant colors. Connor was facing them trying to convince them of something.


    Gordon whistled. Connor saw who it was and let out a long, slow whistle of his own. The bridge finally began to come down and as soon as it was in place, Gordon signaled and Anna was ushered inside the wall.


    Connor walked across the bridge behind them and motioned for the guard to raise it again.


    “What is happening?” Anna asked as Connor helped her off her horse.


    “They want to marry Charlet. They kept coming in to look for her and we were forced to raise the bridge.”


    “Are they all lairds? I only recognize two of them.”


    Connor walked her up the steps to the Keep. “Aye, they are from clans I have never heard of. Your husband has been miserable without you.”


    “I have been miserable without him.” The people were beginning to gather to welcome her and when she looked, at least a dozen young women had red hair. She couldn’t help but laugh. Then she waved and started to go inside to find Kevin.


    But Connor took hold of her hand before she could. “You have a nephew and your sister is fine.”


    Anna was thrilled and hugged him. “And are you fine as well?”


    “I fear I will recover a bit slower than my wife.”


    “Do not worry, the first is the hardest.” She smiled and opened the door.


    But instead of Kevin, Kenna was waiting in the great hall. “Am I ever glad to see you. I thought I wanted a husband, but now I see what Charlet meant. The desires of lads are not the fault of lasses.”


    “You have grown wiser since I went away,” said Anna. “That is why our husbands must protect us. We...” She looked up and Kevin was watching her from the doorway to their bedchamber. Anna hurried up the stairs, ran down the balcony and into his waiting arms.


    Kevin couldn’t seem to release her even after he kissed her and made her melt in his arms. “I will never let you go again, I cannot bear it.”


    “Nor can I.” She moved away finally and walked to the window. “We have guests, I see.” The six lairds in the meadow were now glaring at each other.


    “Kenna has run out of excuses and she feels put upon.” He wrapped his arms around her from behind and put his cheek next to hers. “I do not know what to do.”


    “The King did not arrange the marriage.”


    “I was afraid of that.”


    “I think there might be a way to make them all leave.”


    He turned her around and looked into her eyes. “How?”


    


    An hour later, Kevin had the drawbridge lowered. With Kenna in the middle and Connor on the other side, Kevin walked across the bridge and then to the crest of the meadow. He wanted each of the six men to see her beauty and they could hardly keep from gawking at her.


    “Which of us does she choose?”


    Kenna took a few steps forward and looked each of them over. Then she curtsied and walked back to Kevin. They were ogling her and she was annoyed with their arrogance. Not one of them was Laird Ferguson.


    Kevin clasped his hands behind his back and waited for his guests to do the same out of respect. When they did, he began, “An Englishman wants our Charlet.” As soon as they started to grumble, he raised his hand. “She does not want to marry an Englishman, but she has never seen one and would like to know why he wants her. I would like to know as well. Do the English want a war with us over this woman, handsome though she may be? If she marries a Highlander, will that begin a war? I for one would rather live in peace.” Kevin let his words sink in for a moment.


    “We will protect her,” one shouted.


    “Aye,” the rest agreed.”


    “And so will I.” Kevin shifted his weight. His knees weren’t as strong as they once were and they hurt. “Word of the Englishman’s request for her hand came through the clans. Do any of you know who he is?” None of them nodded.


    From this point on, Kevin had to choose his words very carefully. “Whom this lass agrees to marry is not within my power to command, but I will happily encourage a marriage to the lad who brings me the Englishman.”


    


    Charlet didn’t know how long she had been asleep, but when she awoke it was morning, she was in Blair’s lap, slumped against him and once more on a horse.


    He felt her stir and was relieved. She hadn’t moved all night and he was worried. In the light of the moon, he managed to get them safely away from his brother’s cottage. His brother got his shoes, one plaid and a flask of wine to him, but no food.


    “Do you want to stop?” He felt her nod and halted his horse. They were in a clearing, but at least he could see danger coming before the English got close enough to hurt her again.


    She finally sat up. “Are we near water?”


    “Nay, but I brought a flask of wine. You will need it for your pain.” He let go of her just long enough to pull the strings of the flask loose from his belt. He removed the wooden stopper and handed it to her. The flask was heavy and she could only use one hand, so he helped her tip it.


    It tasted bitter at first, but she was thirsty so she swallowed three times and stopped. She watched him put it away, get off the horse and lift her down. She wasn’t any more sure she could stand on her own than he was, so she didn’t mind at all when he didn’t let go. And when she looked up, he looked disturbed. “What?”


    “I did not protect you.”


    “Would you like me to yell at you?” She couldn’t help but notice his wonderful smile.


    “Can you walk?”


    “I think so.” She wanted to hold on to him, but she couldn’t let go of her arm, so she was grateful when he took hold of her uninjured elbow. They walked through the tall grass for a while in silence before she finally said, “I have decided not to marry the Englishman.”


    Blair noticed his horse was walking away and followed. Perhaps the horse would lead them to water. “I thought you decided not to marry any lad.”


    “Oh I have, but him I have decided against much more than any other. How do you think they found us?”


    “A Cameron told them.”


    “How do you know it was a Cameron?”


    “They are the only ones who know of my brothers. It was a mistake to take you there. I will not make that mistake again.”


    “Do you think they are following us?”


    “‘Tis possible, but I do not think so.” He was pleased when he heard the water, saw his horse stop and bend down to drink. “Come, I need to look at your arm. It stopped bleeding in the night and we should wash it.”


    She wiggled her elbow out of his grasp. “I can do it.”


    “Nay, I will do it.”


    “I am not a child and I do not need…” she quickly looked around and raised her voice. “You did not bring my horse?”


    He grabbed her elbow again and made her turn to face him. “I protect you now with my body, you will ride with me and you will not disobey me!”


    “Are we back to that? I do not enjoy being told what to do!”


    He practically pulled her to the creek, forced her to sit down in the grass and started to untie the bandage around her arm. “I do not enjoy being disobeyed. You make this more difficult than it needs to be, Charlet.”


    “Bridget. I am Bridget Cameron, remember?”


    He remembered, but all night he kept saying her real name over and over in his mind. He liked it. He liked it very much and he liked her spirit, the color of her hair and the green of her eyes. He just wasn’t about to admit it to her. He also noticed her hostile words did not match her movements. She wasn’t fighting him at all physically. He unwrapped the bandage and she helped by holding her arm out. He glanced at her face and noticed her glare. “What?”


    “How do you propose to guard me with your body while I bathe?”


    That was something he had not thought about. But her irritation seemed to help her ignore the pain, so he decided to play with her anger. “I intend to bathe with you.”


    Her jaw dropped. “You will not!”


    “I will not look.”


    “Like you did not look before? I do not believe you.” She hadn’t noticed him dip the cloth in the cold water, and when he laid it against her injured arm, she caught her breath.


    “I suppose now you are going to cry again.”


    “I will not.”


    “Good. Your injury will heal and the pain will be better in a day or two.” He noticed a tear run down her cheek, but she quickly wiped it away.


    She lifted her arm and looked over her shoulder to see the wound for herself. The round puncture wound was not much bigger than the tip of her middle finger and she was relieved. The surrounding area was bruised, but that would heal too. Still, it hurt a lot. “I require more wine than you carry.”


    “I detest a drunken woman even more than a weeping one. I will give you more when I think you need it.”


    “You are the most stubborn, mule-headed, horse’s...”


    “Aye, try to remember that.” He submerged the cloth in the water, washed it and wrung it out. “I suggest you drink your fill. It will be a while before we see water again.” He wrapped the bandage back around her arm and tied it.


    “Where are we going?”


    “You will see.”


    


    Laird Ferguson was back and Kenna was excited, scared, nervous and confused all at the same time. She saw him ride into the courtyard with his guard and managed to dart out of sight before he spotted her. Why had she done that, she wondered. Then she hoped Kevin would send for her. But why would he? Laird Ferguson did not want to marry Charlet, he said so himself.


    The other lairds were gone from the meadow and so were their guards. Kenna had been tempted to take Julie through the forest with her so she could go to the Ferguson hold in hopes of at least seeing him from afar. She could always say she wanted to talk to her Uncle. But Kevin might need her, so she gave up on that idea. Now Ferguson was here and she wondered why.


    If she could find a place closer to hide, at least she would see him again when he left. But when Kenna backed up, she bumped into Duff. His broken nose was still healing and he had faded black marks under each eye.


    “I choose you,” Duff announced.


    Kenna rolled her eyes and walked away. “You and half the world.”


    Duff shouted after her, “Kevin wants you.”


    Don’t run, she reminded herself. A woman does not run, she walks slowly, especially where a man is concerned. Isn’t that what Rachel told her? But her heart was beating fast and she couldn’t remember exactly who told her that. She took her time climbing the steps, but it seemed like there were twenty more than before. Don’t run, she reminded herself again.


    She opened the door and walked in, but Kevin was not there. In fact, she was alone with Laird Ferguson and it surprised her. She walked toward him, stopped and curtsied. “Have you killed my laird?”


    He smiled. “Kevin remembered something he meant to ask his wife. He is upstairs and will be back in a moment. Are you afraid to be alone with me? I do not mean to frighten you.”


    “I would not wish to be in the shoes of a lad who harmed me, Kevin would kill him and not think twice about it. So would Connor.” She was uncomfortable and didn’t know if she should stand there or sit down. She looked up and his eyes were glorious, so she quickly looked away.


    “Is Connor the one who came to get you at the gathering?”


    “Aye, he is Kevin’s second in command. I was needed here.”


    “Kenna, I have come to ask you to marry me. I know you hardly know me and I am willing to wait for your answer. But I want you to know my intentions. Your uncle speaks highly of you.”


    She laughed a nervous little laugh. “My uncle knows me only as a little girl he has seen but a few times.”


    “Perhaps you would like to ask him about me. I will send him if it will please you.”


    “I want to see him very much. We had no time to talk at the gathering.” She walked to the table and sat down. “What should I ask him about you?”


    He followed and took a seat across the table from her. “Whatever you like. Be sure to inquire as to all my faults. I would not have you marry me unaware.”


    Kenna wrinkled her brow. “Would you...”


    “Go on, you may ask anything you like of me.”


    She had to avoid the man’s eyes at all costs. They were driving her daft and this was important. Still, she couldn’t think of a way to ask without offending him, so she thought of something else to say. “Lately, I have begun to realize that a lad who admires my beauty does not...what I mean is...do you think you love me?”


    “I find you very pleasing, but I confess, I do not yet love you.”


    She considered his answer. “Thank you for being honest. I find you pleasing as well, but I do not love you either. The truth be told, I am not sure what love feels like exactly.”


    “Nor am I. Perhaps we will learn together. If you are willing, I will come back in two days and ask permission to take a walk with you. Tomorrow I will send your Uncle. Do you agree?”


    Kenna nodded. “Thank you.”


    “For what?”


    “For being so easy to talk to.”


    


    


    CHAPTER V


    


    It was getting dark and both Blair and Bridget were exhausted. They were back in the thicker forest and the only place to protect them from the approaching rain was under a tree. So Blair stopped, tied his horse and spread the plaid out for her to wrap up in. Then he pulled the flask from his belt and let her drink. The last thing he did was sit down beside her with his back against the tree.


    “Is this our new home?”


    “Go to sleep, Charlet.”


    “Bridget.”


    “Go to sleep, Bridget.”


    She sighed. “‘Tis not easy having three names.”


    “Three?”


    “Aye. My real father must have given me one when I was born, but who knows what that is. I do not know his name either, or my real mother’s name. All I know is that the king gave me to Kevin when I was a baby. He said my mother was dead, but he did not mention my father. I wonder what she was like, my real mother, I mean. What color was her hair, was she tall like me or...”


    He smiled when she finally yawned and drifted off to sleep. With no sleep for most of two days, he was tired enough to drop in his tracks, but he couldn’t seem to relax and close his eyes. His question was the same one Kevin and Thomas were sure to ask -- who told the English where to find them? He wanted to break every bone in the man’s body. A traitor always wants something in return, but what? Land, jewels, gold and power were the only things he could think of.


    “Blair?”


    “What?”


    “I should not have done that and I am sorry. I did not believe I was in danger and I meant to run away from you.”


    “I know. That makes you the most stubborn, mule-headed, horse’s rear end I have ever met.”


    She grinned and went to sleep.


    


    The next day, Laird Thomas Cameron and his two man guard quickly rode down the hillside, through the trees, across the meadow, and then over the drawbridge. Thomas jumped down and hurried up the steps of the Keep. When he yanked open the door, Kevin was surrounded by women with red hair.


    Kevin smiled. “Welcome...” As soon as he noticed the look on his old friend’s face, he knew something was wrong. “You will leave me,” he commanded. The women quickly obeyed and soon the two men were alone in the great hall.


    “I have a traitor.” Thomas was furious and could hardly contain himself. “Three Englishmen found Charlet and shot her in the arm. Blair killed two but the third got away. Blair thought only of getting her to safety and did not give chase.”


    “Will she die?”


    “I hope not. He has taken her to a new place and even I do not know where she is.”


    “How have you heard this?”


    “Blair took her to his brother’s home and I agreed it was a good place to hide her. It was my mistake, Kevin. After they fled, his brother came to tell me.”


    Kevin poured both of them a goblet of wine. “Who among your people knows the English?”


    “Some have taken English wives, but I do not know who would betray me. The question is who knew Blair had Charlet? I have searched my mind and I can think of no one.”


    “The mistake is not yours, ‘tis mine. I took Charlet out through one of the hidden doors and gave her to Blair. No one saw me, I am sure of it. But then we had to explain her absence to the clan. Several hours later, we made it look like Charlet was sent away in the opposite direction. I suspect when Blair was gone too, the traitor guessed he had her.” Kevin took a swallow of wine and sat down at the table. “I made a greater mistake when I first brought her here.”


    “I remember, but we had to ask the other clans if they were missing a baby. The MacGreagors would have been suspicious had we not made inquiries.”


    “Aye, but we made it easy for the Englishman to inquire about a baby found sixteen years ago. I should choke the King of England. This is his mess, not ours.” Kevin finally smiled at his old friend. “Some of it has been quiet entertaining, I must admit. Sit and share my wine. I have much to tell you and you cannot guess how complicated this has become.”


    


    The rain stopped by the time Blair woke up and he quickly glanced around to make sure they were not in any danger. Then he noticed Bridget was on her side with her back to him and was using his arm for a pillow. He remembered when she did it and loved having her so close. She trusted him and she was not afraid of him, but it didn’t mean she had any feelings for him. She was probably just cold and wasn’t aware of what she was doing. He warned himself one more time not to fall in love with her, but he feared it was becoming too late.


    She was cold, her arm hurt and her eyes were wide open. But she liked being close to him. His body was warm and strong, and her strength, she felt, was dwindling by the minute. Somebody actually wanted to kill her and she was upset enough to cry. She was tired of being on a horse, she needed a real bath and it didn’t look like they would eat much that day.


    He felt wetness on his arm and realized it was a tear. He was afraid she was still asleep, so he softly whispered, “You are crying?”


    She nodded. “I am a woman; we are supposed to cry sometimes.”


    “I did not know that.”


    She scooted closer to him still. “There is a lot you do not know.”


    He put his cheek against the back of her head. “Such as?”


    “I do not want three names, I do not want to be English and most of all, I do not want to be bonnie. I want to be plain. ‘Tis the only way to know if a man loves me and does not just want a bonnie lass in his bed.”


    “A lad who loves you will also want you in his bed.”


    “And therein lies the problem. How will I know if he truly loves me?”


    “Perhaps he will tell you.”


    She sat up, wiped her tears and moved around until she faced him. “Duff says it constantly, it means nothing.”


    He was suddenly riled and sat up as well. “Who is Duff?”


    “He is a stupid lad who walks into walls gawking at me. I hate him!”


    He was pleased to hear that. Blair dismissed his jealousy and got to his feet. “Was he badly injured?”


    She took his hand when he offered it and got up as well. “Duff broke his nose and I hope ‘tis crooked when it heals. Are you married?”


    “Nay.”


    “Do the lasses walk into walls gawking at you?”


    “Not that I am aware of.”


    “Why not, you are as handsome as any other lad.”


    He was amazed she thought he was handsome. He’d never heard that before from any woman. But this conversation was going to get him in big trouble, so he picked up the plaid and began to fold it. “We will have ample time to resolve your problem once we arrive.”


    “When will that be?”


    “Before dark.”


    


    Word spread quickly; Charlet MacGreagor was indeed pleasing on the eyes and Kevin MacGreagor would help plead the marriage case of the man who brought him the Englishman. Even Laird MacDonald, whom Kenna already rejected, found the idea intriguing. Days ago, he decided to forgive the woman her insult and give her another chance. After all, she was very young. To give her that second chance he needed to find the Englishman. Where had he heard about the Englishman’s marriage proposal? The answer was not coming, his men didn’t remember and it was enough to drive an old man up a wall.


    


    Kenna was thrilled with Laird Ferguson’s proposal, but she had two problems. First, she wanted very much to do all she could to save Charlet. Her opinion of Charlet had turned from jealousy to admiration in a few short days. She could not possibly marry Ferguson until the danger was over.


    Her second problem baffled her mind. The Fergusons did not always bathe often enough and she couldn’t imagine living with them. Laird Ferguson did not smell, but everyone knew others did. Who could help her with that problem? She would ask Kevin, he would know what to do.


    


    When Laird Ferguson entered the Keep to ask Kevin’s permission to take Kenna for a walk, the great hall was filled with people. He saw Kevin motion for him to come forward and take a seat at the table.


    Kevin turned to the twelve-year-old standing before him. “What is your crime, Joshua?”


    The boy hung his head. “I stole a sweet cake.”


    “I see. What is the punishment for stealing?”


    “But Kevin, I had to clean the stables just a fortnight ago and I didn’t do anything wrong that time.”


    “‘Tis truly the worst of the punishments, but if I do not punish you, I cannot punish the next child who steals. You will clean up after the horses for one week.”


    “Yes Kevin.”


    Laird Ferguson listened with great interest as Kevin decided the punishments for the children and realized each got a cleaning duty. That was how Kevin kept his home so spotless. He was especially interested in the last lad of ten whose mother had him by the ear.


    “What have you done, Ronan?” The boy refused to answer, so his mother twisted his ear. Kevin gave her a look and she let go. “Ronan, what have you done?”


    “I do not like to bathe. I would sooner go without my evening meal.”


    Kevin thought about that for a moment. “I was once your age and not fond of bathing either, but do you know what my father said?” The boy shook his head. “My father said if an enemy can smell you, ‘tis easier for him to find and kill you. A MacGreagor warrior must keep himself clean. All MacGreagors bathe nearly every day.”


    The boy swelled his chest. “I will do it. I will be a find warrior someday.” He turned around and ran out the door. His mother curtseyed to both lairds, nodded her appreciation to Kevin and followed him out.


    Kevin laughed and turned to Laird Ferguson, “And you, young man, what have you done?” He hoped the Ferguson had gotten the message for Kenna’s sake. If not, he would have to be more blunt.


    Ferguson held up his hands as if to surrender, “I have done nothing, I swear it.”


    “Good, I have run out of punishments.”


    “I see I can learn a lot from you. However, today I promised Kenna I would take her for a walk. I ask your permission.”


    Suddenly, Connor burst through the door. “Laird MacNab is here and following Kenna across the courtyard. She is bringing him inside.


    


    The color started to drain out of Kevin’s face. Now what should he do? Kenna liked this man and Ferguson was not going to understand. He couldn’t ask him to leave, not at this tender time of their new friendship, but if he stayed and watched Kenna’s ability to lie so easily, Ferguson might never speak to her again. More importantly, could Kenna pull it off with Ferguson there?


    “Ferguson, do not believe what you are about to see. I will explain it later.” Kevin didn’t even have time to wait for his nod. Instead, he quickly stood up. Connor moved to his right and to his surprise, Ferguson took a position to his left.


    Kenna walked in, spotted Ferguson and froze. But when Kevin slightly nodded, she took a deep breath and walked forward. She curtseyed to Kevin and then turned to curtsey to Laird MacNab.


    “I will have Charlet,” MacNab announced.


    Kenna put her hands behind her back and walked all the way around MacNab. “You are not the first and you will not be the last. Why should I choose you?”


    Ferguson’s mind was churning but his expression remained nondescript. Who was Charlet, he wondered.


    Laird MacNab smiled when Kenna came around to face him, exposing two missing front teeth. “I offer all I have.”


    “Why? Do you want me for my beauty, for my young age, or to keep me from marrying an Englishman?”


    Just like all the other lairds, he was taken aback by her questioning. “You are ill-mannered.”


    Her ire was rising and she wasn’t acting. “I am not ill-mannered, I am exhausted. Everyone wants to marry me and none care what I want. I am not a cow you can give away, barter, or kill when you tire of me. I am a woman and I demand to be treated well.”


    Laird MacNab blinked twice and looked at Kevin. “This is Charlet, is it not?”


    “Aye,” Kevin answered.


    “She is not worth a war, is she? She is not even as bonnie as I have heard. I deny her!” He stormed out the door and slammed it behind him.


    Kenna was ready to collapse. “He is wrong; I am daft or soon will be. Kevin, I do not think I can do this much longer.”


    Kevin took her hand and urged her to sit down. “Kenna, Charlet has been shot. Three Englishman found her hiding place.”


    Tears instantly welled up in Kenna’s eyes. “Is she dead?” She didn’t notice when Ferguson sat down beside her.


    “We hope not. Her injury is to her arm and she is being moved. I know you feel put upon by our need to constantly use you, but what you do helps keep her safe. If I did not believe that, I would not ask it of you. ‘Tis important to let the clans think Charlet is here.”


    Kenna was confused. “But the English know she is not and they are the ones trying to kill her.”


    “Aye, but at least she only has to hide from the English. We do not want her also plagued by every laird in the Highlands wanting to marry her.”


    Kenna took a deep breath and brushed away her tears. “You are right. I am sorry for my weakness and I will be strong again, I promise.”


    Ferguson finally spoke up. “Forgive me for interrupting, but I believe Kenna has agreed to take a walk with me. Perhaps it will do her good.”


    Kevin smiled and nodded his approval. “Take her toward the loch and keep her out of sight. We worry someone will try to take her.”


    “I would never let that happen.”


    


    She was upset and Shaw Ferguson just let her walk it out. He moved tree limbs out of her way and watched to be sure she wouldn’t fall, but he never said a word.


    Finally, Kenna felt like talking, “I am glad you were there. I was wondering how I would tell you. Charlet has red hair, but mine is yellow, that is if this red ever washes out.”


    “I will prefer you no matter what color your hair is. How many marriage proposals have you turned down?”


    “First there was an old lad, then a young one, a terribly thin lad, six more I hardly remembered and today, one with no teeth. I am beginning to see why they do not have wives. And they all say the same thing. She lowered her voice and tried to sound like a man, “I will have Charlet. They say it as though they demand their evening meal -- I will have mutton.”


    He chuckle, offered his hand and helped her step over a log. “You look tired, would you like to sit down for a while.”


    Kenna glanced at his face and remembered why she wanted to avoid his magnificent eyes. “I did not realize I was tired until just then. I should not have raised my voice to him.”


    “I think you were being very brave.”


    “I am not brave, I am terrified. If I offend one of them, as I nearly did today, I could start a war.”


    “Few men are stupid enough to go to war with the MacGreagor. Only my ill-tempered brother was that stupid. Why do the English want to kill Charlet?”


    “I do not know. I do hope she is alive. I once wanted all the attention lads pay her, but now I will be happy to tell her how miserable I am being her.”


    “Perhaps she will enjoy having someone who understands, but I would rather talk about our future. Did you know your uncle is my second in command? He is a good man, I think.”


    “He is a good lad.”


    “My people need a mistress and...”


    “Good heavens, I had not thought of that. I do not know how to be a mistress.” She started to pace. “I do not even know what one does. Anna smiles a lot, I know that much and she appreciates everything people do for her. She visits the lasses and loves the children, but...”


    He got up, walked around a tree and started to pace in the opposite direction, “I hardly know what a laird does. If I am too kind, people will not admire me, but if I am too harsh, they will hate me.”


    She stopped to stare at him. But when he smiled, she burst out laughing. “You are as daft as I am.”


    “We will make a good match.”


    


    They had ridden through the trees for a little more than an hour when Blair noticed something was wrong. Just as before, her legs were across one of his and his arm was around her waist. But the heat from her body was becoming alarming. When she slumped against him and started to shake, he halted his horse. “Are you cold?” He felt her nod. She was sitting on the extra plaid and he needed to move her, but he didn’t want to waste any more time than necessary. Getting them both down and then up again would not help. He made her sit up straight. “Put your arms around my neck.”


    She hesitated to move her injured arm, but she did as he asked anyway. She felt weak, freezing cold and almost mournful; yet being so close to him gave her comfort. It was as though, for the first time in her life, she was right where she was supposed to be.


    Blair lifted her, pulled the plaid out, unfolded it and started to wrap it around her. But her cheek was next to his, she hadn’t released his neck and he couldn’t help himself. He put both his arms around her and held her tight. “We must go faster.” She nodded, but still didn’t let go. He closed his eyes and basked in the feel of her in his arms. He could have stayed like that forever, but he had to do something about her fever. Reluctantly, he wrapped her in the plaid, forced her to sit down and laid her head in the fold of his arm.


    Blair leaned down and softly kissed her lips. “Do not die, Charlet.”


    She softly mumbled, “Bridget.”


    


    Blair was frantic. He left the trees and rode his horse hard across clearings and up and down hillsides with Bridget practically lifeless in his arms. It was more than two hours before he finally saw what he was looking for and raced across a meadow toward a loch. As soon as he got close enough, he pulled the horse to a stop, put Bridget over his shoulder, and slid down. He took her to the shore, softly laid her down and then pulled off all her clothing. She was awake, he knew, but she was totally limp and didn’t resist. Next, he stripped himself down, lifted her back into his arms and hurried into the icy cold water.


    It was a shock to his body and he shivered, but she didn’t seem to notice. Her eyes were open, but she wasn’t looking at him and he wasn’t sure she was looking at anything at all. He waited for a full minute and then put his cheek to hers. She was still hot, so he kept her in the water longer, let her hair get wet up to her scalp and then put his cheek to hers again. She seemed to be cooling down a little. He noticed that her wound was bright red and swollen above the bandage, so he lowered her body deeper into the water so her arm would cool. When he let the water come up to her lower lip, she opened her mouth a little and drank. At least she could do that.


    Blair dared not leave her in much longer, so he carried her back out. As quickly as he could, he tightly wrapped her in both her clothing and the dry, spare plaid. He wrapped his plaid around his waist, stretched out beside her, pulled her as close to him as he could and began to rub some warmth back into her cold skin. Then he rested and waited. Her cheek was against his bare chest and her skin felt almost normal for a while, but then she got hot again.


    Twice more he took her into the water and submerged most of her body. Twice more he wrapped her up, pulled her close to him and rubbed her. Her eyes were still open, she never said a word and he prayed her brain was not addled. Then he noticed her arm was bleeding. He heard once that the English thought bleeding was a good thing. He had no idea if they were right, but just in case, he removed the binding and let it bleed.


    


    


    CHAPTER VI


    


    When Bridget finally awoke, Blair was fully dressed and kneeling close to a small fire. Three large, cooked fish lay on leaves near the edge of the fire and the magnificent smell was drifting her way. She saw him pick one up by the tail, quickly flip it over and then suck on his hot fingers.


    Where were they? The sky was a gorgeous shade of blue, there were thin white clouds moving quickly across it and the sun was high. She remembered something about cold water, feeling his skin and him putting his cheek next to hers. Then her eyes widened. “I am naked!”


    “It could not be helped.” He was so happy she was not witless, he couldn’t help but smile. After she finally went to sleep, he constantly touched her cheek or watched the plaids move up and down with her breathing to make sure she was alive. Not until he was convinced she would not die, did he turn his attention to feeding her when she woke up.


    “Kevin will kill you for this.”


    “Aye, right after he thanks me. Are you hungry?”


    “Of course I am. I have not eaten in weeks. Where are my clothes?”


    “You are wearing them, though not in the usual way.”


    Holding the plaid up to her neck, she struggled and finally sat up. “You looked!”


    “I tried not to.”


    She was disgusted. “You tried not to.” She glanced around looking for her long, white shirt. When she didn’t see it, she lifted the plaids and looked around inside. Finally finding it, she yanked it out and glared. “Turn your back.”


    “If it pleases you.” He flipped another fish, moved around to the other side of the fire and turned his back. Bridget came up with a whole new string of hostile things to call him. Pig-headed was his favorite -- arrogant was good, but then she called him a truly insulting name. She said he was worse than an Englishman. He would remember that and return the favor someday. But then she got quiet and he was tempted to turn around.


    “Blair.”


    “What?”


    “I cannot...”


    “You cannot what?”


    “I cannot pleat this thing, my arms hurts too much.”


    “Would you like my help?”


    She raised her voice again. “Of course I want your help; you are the only other person here!”


    He moved the fish away from the fire and went to her. She had her plaid around her waist and was holding her belt. Now what was he going to do? He should have watched Kevin do it. Surely, it wasn’t any more complicated than pleating his own, but... He took the belt out of her hand, wrapped it around her waist and tied it. Then he got down on one knee and started tucking the pleats under the belt one by one.


    She tried hard not to like the nearness of him, but it was a battle she wasn’t sure she could win. She also tried not to look at his wavy blond hair or want to run her fingers through it. She closed her eyes and remembered the feel of his arms around her and the softness of his kiss.


    He stopped and looked up at her. “Kevin said when Anna has trouble with her plaid, he holds her and kisses her so she will relax.”


    She thought it was a great idea, but she was still mad at him for taking all her clothes off. She narrowed her eyes. “You can forget the holding and kissing part.”


    “Then relax. I have never done this before and your tense muscles are not helping. I will not touch you anymore than I have to.” Blair finished the front, turned her around and tackled the back, but soon he realized he was running out of material, had to pull some of the pleats back out and start over.


    “Where are my shoes?”


    “By the fire.”


    Finally finished, he stood back up. “Let me see your arm. It was bleeding a little the last time I looked.” He examined it and so did she, holding it out and looking over her shoulder. “‘Tis much better. The swelling has gone down. Come, I will feed you.”


    She followed him, sat down near the fire, watched him move a fish closer to her, open it and carefully pull out the bones. Then he cut it into manageable pieces with his dagger. It smelled wonderful. She touched part with her finger, decided it was not too hot and began to eat, careful to peel the meat off the skin first.


    


    Blair had just finished his meal when he felt movement in the ground. They were out in the open with no place to hide and riders were coming. She felt it too and started to rise, just as he whistled for his horse, and got to his feet. The horse came quickly, but the riders were coming faster. He swung up on the horse’s back, grabbed Bridget around the waist and pulled her up. But when he glanced back, the riders were wearing Cameron plaids. He closed his eyes and released the breath he was holding.


    It was the first time she had done it, but Bridget turned until her back was against him and put her arms on top of the arm he had around her waist. She felt him tighten his hold just a little as though he approved. She too knew the men charging toward them were Camerons and she breathed a sigh of relief; anything was better than the English.


    Dugan, the Cameron leading the contingent of twenty guards was glad to see that Bridget was safe. As soon as he neared, he halted the men and spoke to Blair. “Laird MacGreagor wants her home. They believe they have found the Englishman.”


    Blair nodded and then waited. One man swung down, gathered their belongings and then got back on his horse. Blair was grateful, and after the guards surrounded them, he turned to Dugan, “How did you find us?”


    “Thomas said this is where he would take her. If you had not been here, we would have gone north until we found you. I am pleased Charlet is alive, Thomas wasn’t sure she would be.”


    Blair heard her softly say, “Bridget.” Together, the men began to walk their horses back across the meadow. “Why did Thomas send so many?”


    “You have not heard? The clans decided they would not let the English have her. Unmarried lairds from all over the Highlands have asked for her hand.”


    Bridget closed her eyes and let her head fall to her chest. When she finally looked up, Dugan was smiling at her.


    “You are as handsome as I have heard.”


    Bridget sat straight up and glared at him. “If you say that again, I will shove Blair’s sword right through your middle!”


    “She is fiery too, I like her, Blair.”


    Blair was not impressed and his glare made Dugan quickly move away. He wasted no time glaring at any of the other men who were gawking at her and the twenty-man guard soon spread out. He could see now what she meant; they all wanted her. When she finally relaxed against him, he tried to relax as well. “Are you happy to be going home?” He noticed she didn’t nod as quickly or as enthusiastically as she could have.


    “How far?”


    He leaned close to her ear. “You will spend one more night with me and then you will be home.”


    Bridget closed her eyes. One more night, and then she would lose him -- maybe forever. She tried to think of a way to let him know she would miss him without his men seeing. But then she realized she had no idea how he felt about her. He did kiss her once, but she was burning up with fever and maybe he just felt sorry for her. Maybe that’s how some men expressed their sympathy. Duff kissed her once, but that just made her mad. Blair’s kiss was nothing like that. His kiss was soft and tender. He once put his arms around her too. But he could have done it just to comfort her. Besides, she was the one who didn’t want to let go.


    He was thinking about her too. He did love her, but how could he tell her? She knew all men wanted her and words of love came easy. Why would she believe him? Besides, what did he have to offer a woman who could become mistress of any clan she chose? Nothing. He might become laird over the Camerons someday, but Thomas was a healthy man and that was a long ways off. He wondered if a woman like Charlet would settle for a small cottage and a husband who could offer her nothing more. Probably not. She would have to love him as much as he loved her to settle for so much less. He realized he was stroking the side of her waist with his thumb and stopped.


    Bridget liked his small caress, felt him stop and wondered what it meant. Was he telling her how he felt or was he just comforting her again? She sighed. Then she began to get riled, sat up, turned to look at him and whispered, “You confuse me.”


    “What did I do?”


    “You just do.” She settled back against him and began to strum her fingers on his arm. If she could figure out what was wrong, and if they were alone, she would give him a piece of her mind. Why should she have to guess how he felt? It was maddening. “You are the most stubborn, feather-flapping, arrogant...”


    Blair smiled. He would miss that about her the most. He made her sit up, undid the flask of wine and helped her drink. “You have been very ill. Sleep, Bridget.”


    He was right; she did not yet feel her best. The wine warmed her inside, his body warmed her outside, and it wasn’t long before her eyes closed, and she slumped against him.


    


    Two days earlier, they received word the Englishman was dead. Laird Forbes killed him and was now at the MacGreagor Keep with the proof, waiting for his reward -- he will have Charlet!


    Kevin took the papers Laird Forges found on the Englishman up to his wife. He did not know how to read, but Anna did. He patiently waited for her to read it through once and again a second time.


    “‘Tis a letter from the King’s Nephew. The letter states that the king has approved the marriage between the Englishman and his niece, Charlet.” Anna shook her head. “The Englishman probably had no idea what he was doing. When Charlet became queen, the Englishman thought he would someday wear the English crown, or at least his son would.”


    “Then we have found the right Englishman.”


    “We have and I am greatly relieved.”


    “Good, then it was right to send for her.”


    “Kevin, Charlet’s nightmare is not over. There will be another Englishman and then another until the king’s nephew manages to kill her.”


    “How do you propose we put an end to this? Should I encourage her to accept the offer of one of these lairds?”


    “Marriage might help, but I have a better idea.”


    


    He spread his plaid on the ground for her and accepted another one from Dugan to cover her. Two more men gave Blair their extra plaids and he made a bed for himself a couple of feet away. They were surrounded by twenty men, all bedded down within hearing and seeing distance, and Blair was not happy about it, but there was little he could do without embarrassing her. At least they had food and Charlet ate a hearty meal. She used her arm more and if it hurt, she didn’t let on.


    “Blair,” she whispered.


    “What?”


    “I am sorry.”


    “So am I.” He was sorry. Tomorrow he would deliver her to the MacGreagors and have to ride away as though his whole life had not changed. Just once, he wanted to let her know how he felt...just once. He suddenly thought of something and turned on his side to face her. “Charlet.”


    She turned on her side to face him. “What?”


    “Do you remember what you said about Duff? You said he kept telling you something but it meant nothing.”


    “I remember.”


    He hesitated, terrified she would reject him. Then he mustered all his courage and finally said, “I tell you the same thing.”


    Her heart skipped a beat. “But it means something this time?”


    “Aye.”


    She smiled in the darkness, but couldn’t think of a way to say it back, so she just said, “I am glad.”


    He too smiled. She didn’t say she loved him, but she didn’t reject him either. It was enough and Blair closed his eyes. “Go to sleep, Charlet.”


    “Bridget.”


    “Charlet.”


    


    The morning meal was an apple and she was thrilled to have it. It tasted wonderful and she ate it all except the core which she fed to Blair’s horse. For the first time in the last few days, she felt good. Her arm was tender, but not throbbing and Blair was still with her -- at least for a few more hours. She had no idea what would happen in the future, but for now, she could consume all the love he was willing to give her -- all he could give her surrounded by twenty fierce warriors, that is.


    She noticed the others were not gawking at her and she was grateful. She wasn’t about to look at them either. She learned a long time ago that eye contact with a man made him believe she was interested. She did look at Blair twice, but he didn’t look back. At last, he lifted her onto his horse, swung up behind her and was touching her again.


    He waited for her to settle herself with her back against him, raised his hand to signal they were ready, put it down, and then slipped his arm around her waist. They began to move and he would have been happy walking his horse all the way back, but his men might think that strange, so he encouraged his horse to gallop. He noticed she had a tighter grip and tightened his in response. Then as soon as she felt more secure with the rhythm of the horse, he felt her relax. Soon she began to stroke his arm with her thumb. He thought it would drive him mad, but he didn’t want her to stop. She was telling him how she felt and he was elated. She did love him.


    They crossed the last of the Cameron land before noon. Blair knew the MacGreagors would spot them and wondered if Kevin would send his own guard or let the Cameron’s bring her in. He wanted to be with her for as long as possible.


    Another two hours passed before Blair slowed his horse and walked him up the hill. At the top he stopped. Below was the forest, the meadow and the sprawling village inside the wall of the MacGreagor hold. Kevin had not sent a guard and he was pleased. He turned to Dugan, “Wait here.”


    Charlet sighed when they were down the hill and heading into the forest. She waited until she was sure no one would see and then she started to turn her body toward him. She wanted to wrap her arms around his neck and feel his around her again. She didn’t notice when he stopped the horse or helped her turn in his arms, but suddenly his lips were on hers and she was lost in the glory of it. She wove her fingers through the back of his hair and held his head tight so he wouldn’t stop.


    He wanted to kiss her forever, but she was holding on so tight it frightened him. Was she saying goodbye? She loved him, how could he doubt it? But she wouldn’t be the first woman to love one man and marry another. He finally managed to pull away. “Do you intend to marry me?”


    “‘Tis the only honorable thing to do. You have been alone with me for days, you have seen me naked and I do not want to tarnish your tender reputation.”


    He was so relieved, he kissed her again. “I have to take you back for now. I will tell Kevin you are betrothed to me and he will run all the other lads off his land.”


    “Good. When will you come back?”


    “Tomorrow after the noon meal, providing there is no trouble at the Cameron hold.”


    “I love you.”


    “I love you too.” He held her close again and memorized the feel of her. He knew he could let her go to the MacGreagor for now and not have his heart torn out of his chest when he left. They would be married soon and she would be in his arms forever -- or so he thought.


    


    The whole clan seemed to be waiting in the courtyard to welcome Charlet home. She smiled, laughed and waved to Julie. She was happy to see her and wondered, if only for a moment, what on earth had happened to her hair.


    It was Connor who came to lift her out of Blair’s arms. “We have missed you, lass. How is your arm?”


    “It is healing, thanks to Blair. He saved my life twice and maybe more.”


    As soon as he got down and handed the reins of his horse to a waiting boy, Connor slapped Blair on the back. “Come inside, Kevin is waiting to see you. By the way, there is a pesky laird inside who wants to marry Charlet.”


    “She is already spoken for.”


    “I am pleased to hear it.” Connor led the way up the steps and started to open the door. But just then, a guard gave the whistle and when Connor turned, his smile dropped. “It cannot be, Laird MacDonald has come back.” He put his hand on his forehead and tried to think what to do. Kenna and Ferguson were inside with Laird Forbes and Kevin. Connor hoped to be laird someday, but if this was an example of the problems facing a laird, he wasn’t sure he wanted it anymore. There wasn’t anything he could do but take Blair and Charlet in -- and hope Kevin would know what to do.


    Kevin spotted Charlet and Blair behind Laird Forbes and so did Kenna. But Kenna was prepared to continue her act anyway.


    Laird Forbes grinned at Kenna, “I will have Charlet!”


    “The hell you will,” Blair said behind him.


    Forbes turned, looked at Charlet and then turned back to look at Kenna. He was dumbfounded and looked at Kevin, “You have two bonnie lasses with red hair?”


    Connor was trying desperately to get Kevin’s attention, but Kevin was ignoring him and -- it was too late.


    Laird MacDonald burst through the door and marched around Forbes to get to Kenna. “My dear, I have decided to forgive your insult. I have found the Englishman and you will marry me, Charlet.”


    “You have found the Englishman?” demanded Forbes. “I killed the man and brought proof. What proof do you have?”


    Laird MacDonald turned to stand in front of Kenna protectively. He didn’t notice when Kenna moved close to Ferguson and grabbed his hand. Ferguson did one better, he moved Kenna behind him. At the same time, Connor moved Charlet behind him.


    Laird MacDonald lowered his voice. “I do not yet exactly know the name of the Englishman, but I know the name of the Cameron he spoke to.”


    Blair’s rage was beginning to build. “What is his name?” he demanded.


    “Who are you?” MacDonald demanded right back.


    “I am Blair Cameron and I want the traitor who tried to have Charlet killed.”


    “Killed? I had not heard that,” said MacDonald.


    Blair began to move forward. His glare was fierce and his eyes were on fire. “I want the name now!”


    The old man was clearly no match for Blair and he quickly yielded, “‘Tis Cowan...Cowan Cameron.”


    Laird Forbes roared with laughter. “MacDonald, you lose. I killed the Englishman and you only have the name of a traitor. Charlet will be mine.”


    “You both lose,” Blair roared. “She has agreed to marry me!”


    MacDonald spun around to face Kenna, “Charlet is that...” Only then did he realize she was no longer behind him. “Charlet?”


    Near the door, Charlet leaned around Connor. “I am over here.” When MacDonald turned back around, she smiled and waved to the elder man.


    MacDonald was still scratching his head when Forbes spoke up. “MacGreagor, you said the one who brought you the Englishman would have her.”


    It was Kevin’s turn to glare. “You heard wrong. I said I would encourage her to accept the lad, who brought me the Englishman, not force her. Be gone with you, you tire me.”


    “You have not heard the last of this.” Forbes stormed out the door yelling for his guard at the top of his lungs.


    Kenna could wait no more. She ran across the room and threw her arms around Charlet. “I am so happy you are safe! I have missed you so.”


    Charlet hugged her back. “I have missed you too. I am getting married.”


    “So am I.” Kenna’s eyes widened. She realized she hadn’t actually accepted Ferguson’s proposal and she looked at him. He was pleased and she guessed she had just said yes.


    Kevin was smiling, Connor was relieved, Blair was calming down and the only one not happy was Laird MacDonald. Laird MacDonald looked from one redheaded beauty to the other and back again. “I am too old for this.” He quickly and quietly walked out the door.


    Kevin laughed. “All this and we only managed to offend one of them.” He opened his arms and waited for Charlet to run into them. “I have nearly lost my mind with worry over you.” He began to take her in his embrace when he remembered. “Is your arm badly hurt? Let me see it.”


    She showed him and tried to ease his worried look. “I did not even see the Englishmen. If Blair had not been there...”


    “I know, Thomas told us what happened. Is it true you wish to marry Blair?”


    She smiled, walked to Blair, boldly kissed his lips and faced Kevin again. “With your permission, of course.”


    “Granted. Now, you must go upstairs and see Anna. She is waiting and wants very much to see you.”


    “I have missed all of you so much!” Charlet quickly kissed Blair on the lips again and rushed up the stairs. Then she stopped and turned to look back. “Kevin, he did not shame me.”


    “I knew he would not.”


    Anna took one look at Charlet and stuck her head out of the bedchamber door. “Kevin, Charlet would like a bath and could you send someone to fetch clean clothing?”


    “I will see to it.”


    “Thank you, love.” Anna closed the door and both she and Charlet shrieked with delight at seeing each other again.


    Ferguson went to Kenna and grabbed her hand. “I would like to speak to you, alone.” He opened the door, ushered her out and winked at Kevin just before he closed the door.


    Kevin took a forgotten breath and handed Blair a goblet of wine. “At last we will have peace again in this home. Did she try to run?”


    “Aye, that is how they got to her. The fault is mine, Kevin. I should have been watching her more closely.”


    “I blame myself, Thomas blames himself and you blame yourself. The only one who takes no blame at all is the King of England.” Kevin shook his head. “What will you do about your traitor?”


    “As much as I want to kill him, I will let Thomas decide.”


    “You are a good lad. Go home and see to your rest. I expect we will be seeing you around here often until you manage to take her away from us.”


    Blair downed the wine and nodded. “I could use a bath myself.”


    


    


    CHAPTER VII


    


    Charlet gasped. “I will become the Queen of England?”


    Anna nodded. “You are first in line. The king believes his nephew is the one trying to kill you. The nephew is second in line to the throne.”


    Clean and once again clothed in a MacGreagor plaid, Charlet sat by the fire and let Anna brush her long red hair dry. She closed her eyes and tried to absorb all that Anna told her. “The nephew will not give up until I am dead, will he.”


    “I have come to the same conclusion.”


    “But after I marry Blair...”


    Anna stopped brushing. “It would seem to be the answer, but husbands die and if Blair...”


    “Do not say it, Anna; I could not live without him.”


    “I feel the same way about Kevin. But sweetheart, what if someone decides you would make a better sovereign than the king’s nephew? Someone could kill Blair to free you from your ties to the Highlands.”


    “So Blair is in danger because of me. Even all of you are in danger because of me. I am sick at heart. I am only sixteen, Anna, why has this happened to me?”


    Anna went back to brushing her hair. “I do not know.”


    “Is there nothing I can do?”


    “I can think of only one thing and I pray we do not have to kill a lad to do it.”


    “Have you ever killed a lad?”


    “Not yet, but deep down inside I am furious enough to.”


    


    Blair promised Charlet he would return the next day, after the noon meal, and he was right on time. His hair was washed, his clothes were clean and even his horse had suffered a bath. Kevin stood on the landing and waited until Blair dismounted, handed his reins to a waiting boy and climbed the steps. Then Kevin nodded. The boy raced to get the horse into the stable, the drawbridge began to rise and a guard of ten MacGreagors ran across the courtyard to face Blair.


    Blair glared at Kevin.


    “I would tell you this inside, but I fear you will break everything and everyone in it. Charlet is gone.”


    On the outside, he was calm and collected, but on the inside, he was a raging bull screaming to get out. “Gone where?”


    “I cannot tell you.”


    “Tell me this, has she married another lad?”


    “Nay, she loves you and she will come back...I hope.”


    “Why can you not tell me where she is?”


    Kevin puffed his cheeks. “Because you will go after her and she does not want you to stop her.”


    Blair closed his eyes. “She has gone to England.”


    Lying to a man bigger than even he, did not sound like a good idea, so Kevin nodded. “If you promise not to break anything, I will pour you some wine and try to explain. However, know this; you are not leaving here for the next two days at least. I intend to let her get all the way into England where you cannot find her before I let you out.”


    “Does Thomas know you are keeping me?”


    “Not yet. I suppose I will have to go to war with him over you. Did I not warn you Charlet has the power to start a war?”


    Blair finally smiled, “Aye, you did.” His rage had turned to hurt, disappointment and finally fear. He was losing her and he could feel it.


    “By the way, my men will be guarding the hidden doors in the wall. Come, I have more to tell you.”


    Inside, the two men chatted about Kenna, the lairds who came to marry Charlet and all the blonde hair that turned to red. But Kevin could see Blair was hardly listening. He saved the bad news for last. “Charlet is the King of England’s niece. She is first in line to the throne.”


    Blair slumped against the back of his chair. He closed his eyes, ran his fingers threw his hair and rocked forward. Then he grabbed the goblet, drank until it was empty and set it down. “I was worried because I cannot make her mistress of a clan. How do I ask her to give up the throne of England? What kind of man would do that to the woman he loves?”


    “You are a better lad than most.”


    Blair’s eyes were closed, he was rubbing his brow and he was mumbling. “...choose me over the throne of England? There is not a hope in hell.”


    Kevin felt bad for Blair and tried to think of some comforting words. “Anna went with her. I swore I would never let her go again, but my wife is a determined woman when she wants to be and I am powerless to stop her. They have a guard with them and they will be safe.”


    Blair didn’t hear a word Kevin said.


    


    It was another boring day in the King of England’s court. The king’s heavy crown was crooked and he was slouched over with his head propped up on one hand. Then there came a commotion in the back of the court and he heard a woman yell.


    “I will see the king now!”


    The king stood up and tried to see who it was. First, he saw flaming red hair and then he spotted Anna. “Let them come!” he commanded.


    Both women wore English gowns and Charlet was still glaring at the guard when Anna pulled her away by the elbow. She stopped midway to the king and began to curtsey.


    But not Charlet. She marched straight up to the king and stopped only two feet from him. “I would honor you with a curtsy, but I am too furious to do it.”


    The king smiled. Her mother once said the same thing. She was just as lovely as Anna said and he stared at her face for several moments. Yes, he could see his sweet sister’s resemblance in her child.


    Charlet sneered, “Which of these mules is your nephew?”


    A man of twenty sitting next to the king stood up. “I am the king’s nephew. What do you want?”


    “I want to strangle you!” She walked closer and looked him in the eye. “Do not pretend you do not know who I am.”


    “My lady, I do not know who you are.”


    “Then it is time we met. You tried to have me killed and I suspect you are responsible for the death of my real parents … and the ones who raised me. You had their cottage set on fire trying to kill me, but I lived.”


    The king was aghast and signaled for his guard. But when the guard surrounded Charlet, he said, “Not her, him!” Two of his guards grabbed his nephew under the arms. Then the king turned back to his niece. “Have you any proof?”


    Charlet opened the palm of her hand and then unfolded the letter. She handed it to the king and stepped back. She watched him read it and saw the fury building in him. The king turned his angry eyes on his nephew. “Take him away. He will die for this.”


    “Nay!” the nephew screamed. “Uncle, it is a mistake. I have done nothing, I swear it!” He was still screaming after the guards carried him out the door and then all the way across the king’s courtyard.


    Finally, the king motioned for Charlet to come closer. “I have longed to see you and now you are here at last. Will you stay and talk with me?”


    She noticed for the first time the many eyes watching her and turned all the way around to see them. Some smiled, some looked stoic, and others had dropped jaws. She wondered if she should tell them who she was and then decided she would. “I am Charlet, daughter of...” She turned to the king for help.


    “You are the daughter of Austin and Victoria, my sister. And you are next in line to the throne of England.” He heard the gasps from the crowd and turned to them. “You will honor my niece, protect her and see that she has all she desires.”


    The room full of people quickly knelt. Charlet moved closer to the king, her eyes shifted and she whispered, “Should I also kneel?”


    “Nay, they honor you. However, it would save a few knees if you were to tell them to rise.”


    She cleared her throat, “You may rise.” She was amazed when they obeyed. Maybe being Queen would not be such a bad thing after all.


    


    Each morning, Blair promised himself he would not go to the MacGreagor hold to see if there was any word of her. But sooner or later, he ended up there anyway. Kevin was not handling the absence of his wife well and was often foul tempered, so Blair spent most of his time with Connor.


    Laird Ferguson seemed to be there almost as much as Blair and all three became friends. They were the next generation, close to the same age, could share stories and try to figure out how to solve problems. Even so, Blair was having trouble enjoying even the funniest stories or concentrating on much of what they said.


    Ferguson told them of all the changes he was making at the Ferguson hold. He wanted everything to be clean and repaired when he took Kenna there as his wife. He asked for all kinds of suggestions and the other two men were happy to oblige, although Blair and Connor did not always agree.


    Blair didn’t really believe Charlet would come back. The call of the English crown was a strong one and he could not blame her for accepting it. Still he hoped and when the whistle came to signal approaching riders, he raced up the steps of the Keep to see who it was and to stand by Kevin on the landing.


    It was clearly Anna and her guard, but Charlet was not with her. He had to fight the lump in his throat and calm the dread in the pit of his stomach. He watched Anna ride across the bridge and then across the courtyard. Connor lifted her down and then she climbed the steps to reach Kevin. Her expression was somber and for a moment, Blair wondered if something had happened to Charlet.


    Anna never took her eyes off her husband’s. “The king is dead, he died in his sleep.”


    Blair’s head was swimming, his mouth was dry and a harsh pain deep in his heart was beginning to consume him. He was barely aware of the thought forming in his mind and he certainly didn’t realize he was saying it. “God save the Queen.”


    Anna softly touched Blair’s arm. “Nay, God save the King.”


    He couldn’t believe his ears. He was sure she would not give up the crown for him and he could hardly catch his breath. “Where is she?”


    “We did not think you would be here. She said her name was Bridget Cameron and she was going home. If you hurry, you might be able to catch up with her.”


    He didn’t even bother to run down the steps. Instead, he jumped down and raced to his horse. He was mounted, across the courtyard and over the bridge in seconds.


    Kevin opened his arms to his wife. “I will never let you go away again.”


    Anna grinned and kissed his lips, “I believe that is what you said the last time.”


    “Sometimes wife, you are completely unmanageable.”


    “Aye, but you love me anyway.”


    “That I do.” He kissed her passionately and then they both turned to watch Blair ride swiftly across the meadow. “Was the king unwell when you got there?” he asked.


    “He did not seem to be. I think once he saw Charlet and knew she would be safe, he found himself able to let go. His life was not as pleasant as some might imagine.”


    “I know, my mother loved him very much.”


    Anna was surprised. “You knew?”


    “Aye, she told me. She loved my father too, but in a different way I suppose. It was she who gave me the word.”


    “Hollow?”


    Kevin nodded. “I suspect my brother was the king’s son. Jacob died not long after my mother in the plague.”


    “Perhaps that is why the king never married. He could not bear losing everyone he loved again.”


    “I wonder if the new king will have the word. Who is the new king?” he asked.


    “He is Sween’s same age and will no doubt be put upon by unsavory men before he is old enough to understand. I do not envy him.”


    “Shall we give our son the word or should we let it die with the king?”


    Anna wrapped her arms around Kevin and laid her head on his chest. “The word has saved a life. Perhaps Sween will be wise enough to use it only when necessary. Of course, it will not mean the same to him as it does to us.”


    “Not the same at all, our world is changing. We will miss our Charlet.”


    “You mean Bridget. She believes her life will be less complicated if we do not call her Charlet and she is right.” Anna lightly kissed him again. “Come inside, husband. I brought a new liniment from England to ease the pain in your knees.”


    


    She was the most enchanting sight he had ever seen, and just before he reached the edge of the forest, Blair stopped to look at her. Bridget’s long red hair was no longer covered with a scarf, hung freely around her face and the wind softly lifted the edges of it. She sat tall on her horse with her two-man guard behind her and he had no doubt she would have made an eloquent queen. She had chosen him instead and he would never let her regret that decision.


    Blair slowly walked his horse out of the trees and when she saw him, her smile was bright. She couldn’t take her eyes off of his as he drew his horse up next to hers, leaned over and opened his arm. A split second later, she was in his arms, hugging his neck tight and telling him how much she loved and missed him. He finally made her stop and kiss him on the lips.


    She was so happy to be in his arms again, she didn’t notice when her guard left with her horse or when Blair turned his horse toward the Cameron hold. “Blair.” What.”


    “I want to be married in the MacGreagor hold.”


    “I want to be married in the Cameron hold. They are my family and you will become one of them. ‘Tis right that we marry there.”


    “‘Tis not right. The MacGreagors are my family and they will want to see me married.”


    “Then invite them to our wedding at the Cameron hold.”


    “You are going to win this one, aren’t you?”


    “Aye.”


    She folded her arms in a huff. “You are the most stubborn, mule-headed, horse’s…”


    


    ~ end ~


    


    Sneak Peek


    


    MAREE


    


    CHAPTER I


    


    Maree loved children. She was always the first to visit when a new little one was born, and the first to offer to care for the child of a nervous mother, or one who just needed time alone. Everyone loved Maree. She was a pretty girl at fifteen, saw herself as a wife and mother someday and almost always had a smile on her face.


    She lived inside the wall of the MacGreagor village, where several paths began at the courtyard, led to old and new cottages, and connected at a vegetable and herb garden in the back. The Keep, where her laird and mistress lived, was a two-story structure, and a moat outside the wall provided fresh water and protection from enemies. A squeaky drawbridge across the moat was lowered each morning and the first to use it were the hunters, mounted on the horses that were normally kept in stables, inside the wall. The women and children walked across the bridge to the loch each morning to bathe and the men, after a hard days work, bathed in the same loch in the afternoon.


    Maree’s special talent was telling stories and on this day, she sat on a log in front of her cottage surrounded by no fewer than ten children, ranging in ages from four to nine. Her stories always had a happy ending and taught a good lesson.


    “There once was a lassie named Leah,” she began, “who was very lonely. She had eight brothers, all older and no sisters at all. There were lots of other lassies in the village, but they already had friends. So one day she decided to...” Maree stopped. On the path behind the children stood a man wearing a Cameron plaid and when she looked up, she noticed how handsome he was.


    His name was Yule Cameron and he had never been to the MacGreagor hold before. It was very different from his home, especially the structure of it, and he wanted to learn what the people were like. If they were anything like the pretty one telling a story to the children, he would be very envious of Kevin’s oldest son, Sween; very envious indeed.


    “Please continue,” Yule said. “I too want to know what the lonely lassie did.”


    Maree was embarrassed by his attention and thought to rid herself of the uncomfortable audience. “I would, but I make all the children sit down when I tell stories.” She expected him to go away. Instead, he sat down. Now what was she to do?


    At nineteen, Kevin’s oldest son, Sween MacGreagor, had no time for such nonsense and rarely, if ever, noticed Maree. Still, his father wanted him to be hospitable to Yule, and he really had no choice but to reluctantly sit down as well.


    Maree smiled at him, but Sween dismissed her with a half-hearted nod. She was not impressed and neither was Yule, she noticed, but she quickly turned her attention to the children waiting breathlessly for the rest of her story. “So the lassie thought of a way to get all the other lassies to notice her. She put a spot of ash right on the tip of her nose.” The children laughed and Yule smiled. For some odd reason, he was making Maree nervous and she wasn’t sure she could finish the rest of the story. His eyes were a wonderful shade of brown and his dark hair was thick and wavy. She decided not to look at him ever again.


    Most women loved children, Yule knew, but this one seemed to worship them. In the short time he had been there, two more little ones came and before they sat down, they both gave Maree a hug and a kiss on the cheek. Each caress made her close her eyes and drink in the love the children had for her. He almost wished he were a child again, so he too could get that close.


    Yule and Sween were the same age and his laird, Blair Cameron, wanted to someday make Yule his third in command. It was an important position full of responsibilities as well as honor. Should something happen to his laird and the second in command, he would hold the lives of the Cameron Clan in his hands. For that reason, Laird Cameron sent Yule to learn from the MacGreagors.


    Before he came, Yule thought he might find a wife among the MacGreagor women. The most beautiful woman he had ever seen was Bridget and she was married to his friend, Blair. Some time ago, Yule decided beauty might not be such a good thing; Blair always had to glare at men who paid his wife too much attention. Instead of beautiful, pretty would be far more welcome to Yule and Maree was all that and more. She had golden hair and blue eyes, much to his liking. He smiled twice more at her story and when she was finished; he got up and reached out his hand to help her stand.


    Maree stared at his hand. She would have to take it soon; it was unthinkable to refuse, but for some reason she hesitated. She looked into his eyes finally, took his hand and stood up. His touch was even more exciting than his eyes. The children scattered and she didn’t even notice.


    “You tell a fine story. I am Yule Cameron.” He expected Sween to introduce her, but Sween walked away. Perhaps that was a good thing.


    “I am Maree.”


    Her hand was still in his and he marveled at how different if felt than when he gave a hand up to other women. He finally let go and clasped his hands behind his back. “I will be here for seven days at least. Perhaps we will meet again. Do you tell stories every day?”


    “Most days, but I fear if you come to hear them often, the people will think you daft.”


    “You are right, of course. May I walk you home?”


    Maree giggled. “You already have, I live in this cottage.”


    “I see.” He lifted his hand to his forehead and rubbed his brow. “I am not doing this very well, am I?”


    “Doing what?”


    “I am hoping to spend time with you while I am here, but I do not know how to ask. What does a MacGreagor do when he wants to learn about a lass?”


    “Well, I like to take walks and ride a horse, when someone will take me. Kevin does not like the lasses to go riding alone. He worries about us.”


    “As well he should. I will ask his permission to take you riding tomorrow, after the noon meal. Are you willing?”


    She was delighted and quickly nodded. She loved to ride and few had time to take her.


    He started to walk away and then thought better of it. “Would you like to take a walk now? I seem to be free at the moment.”


    “I would like that very much.”


    


    Her name was Steppen and she was finally six-years-old. The color of her MacGreagor plaid was predominantly blue, the pleats where crooked and her wide leather belt was so loose, it barely kept her long skirt held up. She wore a white shirt and a small stretch of cloth over one shoulder, just like the grownup women.


    She had light brown eyes and very light blonde hair, with a lock in the front that would not stay out of her face, no matter how many times she pushed it away. Being six opened a whole new world to her. She could go anywhere inside the wall by herself now, and she wanted to see everything. First, she stopped to hug Maree and listen to her story, and then she was off. She wasn’t sure exactly how to start her exploration, but soon decided to go all the way to the drawbridge, and work her way around the inside of the wall until her circle was complete.


    Her world consisted only of the MacGreagor hold. It was a pleasant place with a meadow outside the wall, and a path that led through the trees to another clearing where the MacGreagor’s rested their dead. She never wanted to see the graveyard, but she wanted desperately to play in the meadow. Steppen had hardly ever been outside the wall except to bathe or swim.


    When she reached the lowered bridge, she took a peek at the moat. The children were not allowed to go across the bridge alone until they were ten. They must also know how to swim and swimming did not come easy to her. She sighed. Ten would probably never come anyway; it took all her life just to get to six. Steppen looked beyond the bridge to the road and the forest. The road was straight and she had only been down it once. That was when her father took her for a ride on his horse. It was the happiest day of her life and remembering it made her smile.


    Next, she looked at the wall and had a question -- who the devil planted flowers by the wall?


    She was amazed her parents let her live so long. They were always fussing and fuming about something she did. At least they had not taken her to see Laird Kevin. Kevin would never hurt a child, but he could, and would, punish her by making her clean something. That meant chores. Long ago, she pledged to avoid chores at all costs.


    “Hello, wee one.”


    She jumped about a mile high and then looked at the giant’s big shoes. They weren’t her father’s shoes…that she knew for certain. She let her eyes drift up his very long leg with leather straps that laced up to his knee, then over his blue kilt and up to his wide leather belt. Her neck was starting to hurt already and she was only half way there. It occurred to her she could run, but if the giant’s arms were as long as his legs, she doubted she would get very far. She looked at his shirt, raised her eyes to his neck and at last, found his face. “Who the devil are you?”


    He smiled. “My name is Connor, what is your name?”


    She sighed. “They call me all sorts of names.”


    The little girl was about to fall over looking up at him, so Conner took pity and knelt down on one knee. “You mean you have more than one name?”


    “Depends.”


    “On what?”


    “On how much trouble I am in.” She put her hands on her hips with her thumbs going the wrong way. “Do you have children?”


    “I have two. The first is Justin and the second is Danny.”


    Steppen patted Connor’s arm. “Who the devil planted all those flowers?”


    “I do not know, perhaps Anna planted them.”


    “Oh, so you know our mistress. I like her, she smiles a lot. My mother does not smile save at my father. You got a wife yet?”


    “I do, she is Rachel and she is Anna’s sister.”


    “Oh, then you know everyone. Well, I got to go. I am six and you know what that means.”


    He didn’t know what six meant, but she was off and running before Connor had a chance to ask. He stood up and then realized she still didn’t tell him her name.


    


    Yule and Maree strolled down the path toward the drawbridge, intending to go across and walk down the road. Compared to other clans, the MacGreagor land was long rather than wide, with good hunting, ample forests, and many clearings and streams. There was only one problem with it in the eyes of most -- it bordered England to the south. Yet that was a good two days away and rarely did the MacGreagors have trouble with the English.


    The young couple crossed the courtyard and were about to cross the bridge, when Yule looked back and noticed several little children following them. He stopped, turned around, spread his legs apart and clasped his hands behind his back. Three of the little boys did the same, although they were not well practiced at the non-threatening pose, and had to adjust themselves a couple of times to get it right. Yule smiled.


    Maree was thrilled when she saw them. She knelt down and opened her arms. Yet, she had not braced herself well enough for the onslaught, and was grateful when Yule put his hand on her back to keep her from falling over. It was a good feeling. Maree had a hug and a kiss for each child, and then reminded them they were not to cross the bridge.


    Yule helped her stand and then watched the little ones turn back. “They love you very much.”


    “And I love them. Children make me feel life in a way nothing else can.” As soon as they crossed the bridge, both looked back to make sure the children obeyed.


    


    When Steppen saw it, she was mesmerized. She was behind the very first cottage and couldn’t take her eyes off of it. The thing had five arms, it was slowly spinning and she had never seen anything like it. The arms were made of very thin wood, connected somehow right smack dab at the end of a long stick, and the stick was planted in the ground just like a flower. She looked at her hand and then looked back. Nope, they were not arms, they were hands and each was slanted. Very carefully, she extended her first finger and touched it.


    “What the devil!” It stopped turning. She pulled her finger back and sure enough it started to spin. Again, she stopped it and again it spun, only this time faster. She was horrified -- this was the stuff of nightmares.


    


    Sween returned to the great hall without Yule, and Kevin was surprised. There was no mistaking whose son Sween was. He had the same hair, the same blue-gray eyes and even his face resembled his father’s.


    The great hall was a large room and could easily hold dozens during celebrations. The ceiling was two stories high with small open air slits, but the light inside was not always good, so candles burned at intervals along the walls. More candles sat in holders on the table. Colorful tapestries hung on the walls and in a large stone hearth, a fire was lit in the mornings to keep the chill away, and not put out until night. An assortment of large and small weapons also hung on the walls.


    A small back door opened into a room where food was prepared, and the stairs near the large front door, led to a balcony on the second floor, with more doors that opened into bedchambers.


    Sween didn’t have to ask what his father wondered. “Yule is taking Maree for a walk.”


    “Maree, I see. I wondered which lad would win her heart. She is very pleasing.” His oldest son only shrugged. “Did you show him everything he desired to see?”


    Sween sat down at the table and laid his head flat against the cool wood. “Aye.”


    Kevin knew what was wrong with his son. The boy drank far more wine than he should have the night before, and now his head was hurting. There was no point in talking to him when he was in that condition, not that talking ever did much good where Sween was concerned.


    Kevin sat down at the head of the table and began to consider various problems that needed to be solved. He was laird over the MacGreagor Clan and had been since he was Sween’s age. He didn’t remember being a problem to his father, but then, his parents and all but one sister died in the plague. He made more than his share of youthful mistakes, and hoped not to die before his son was able to handle the responsibilities. Lately however, Kevin was beginning to wonder if that day would ever come. A year ago, Kevin made Sween his third in command hoping it would inspire his son. It didn’t. Sween always obeyed, but never took much of an interest.


    Kevin forced his thoughts back to his duties. Soon, parents would be bringing their children for him to punish. This was often the most pleasant part of his day. It gave him a chance to get to know all of them and their parents much better. The littlest ones were allowed to climb into his lap, tell him what they had done wrong and hang their heads. It was never anything very serious and the parents did not bring the children until it was their third or fourth offense. He meted out their punishments and warned them never to do it again.


    The rest of his day was filled with seeing that repairs were handled, hunters brought back enough food, riders were sent to other clans with messages, visitors were well received, and adult disputes were resolved. By night, and at the age of forty-seven, he was always exhausted.


    


    Connor was Kevin’s second in command and the two were the best of friends, although Connor was a good fifteen years younger. They were married to sisters, which made them brothers as well. As was his custom, Connor went to the Keep to see what Kevin needed him to do. He noticed Sween’s normal morning position and rolled his eyes. Then he pulled out a chair and sat down next to Kevin at the other end of the table. “You look well rested.”


    “I had a good night. How are my nephews?”


    “They are well. Justin runs off every morning to hear Maree’s stories. Soon he will be old enough to give up the stories and learn to fight with wooden swords. Danny clings to his mother still.”


    “We appear to have most things under control today. Go home and relieve Rachel of your sons.”


    “I have a better idea. Rachel misses having the time to practice with her bow and arrows, and a morning without children would do her good. I shall find a lass to watch Danny and perhaps someday Rachel will love me again.”


    Kevin laughed and watched him go. Then he decided he had time before the children arrived to see what his youngest son, Neil, was up to. When he stepped out the door and onto the landing, he spotted Yule and Maree walking together down the road. He approved.


    


    Yule enjoyed Maree’s company very much. She was telling him a story about a particular MacGreagor elder, and she had his full attention. “What did she do then?” he asked.


    “The only thing she could. She hid his belt and refused to tell him where it was. Without it, he had nothing with which to hold up his kilt.”


    “Did her husband give in?”


    “He was a stubborn old lad. When he still did not agree to do as she wished, the next morning he could not even find his kilt.” Maree enjoyed his chuckle for a moment and then continued, “The husband then looked at his shirt, which was now his only covering, and finally realized he had two choices; he could give in or deprive himself of sleep so she could not take his shirt. But...”


    “He was an old lad who knew he could not stay awake.”


    She grinned, nodded and looked up at him. Would she ever get used to his magnificent eyes? “The old lad gave in, at last, and can you guess what the wife wanted?”


    “I cannot.”


    “‘Twas a simple thing. He was too old to fight, too old to hunt, constantly under foot and driving her daft. She wanted him to leave the cottage every morning and not come back until the noon meal…so she could have a few hours of peace.”


    Yule was delighted with her story and couldn’t stop smiling. She would make a good wife, and if this was any example, she would forever be entertaining everyone he knew. He thought about kissing her, but she had only known him for a few hours, and he decided it was far too soon. He stopped walking and so did she. “Unfortunately, I am here to learn from Laird MacGreagor and I should go back.”


    “I need to go back as well. I have three younger sisters and must help my mother with the noon meal.”


    “May I see you again later? I thought we might sit and talk. I believe I have a story you might like to hear.”


    She liked him. He was easy to talk to and he made her feel safe. He was not her first admirer, but the first to make her feel so special. “I would like that very much.”


    


    Laird Kevin MacGreagor and his wife, Anna, had two sons. Neil was four years younger than his brother, Sween, and he looked more like his mother with dark hair and blue eyes. Neil was a happy young man who rarely caused trouble and Kevin found him where he expected to, in the stable caring for and talking to the horses.


    As soon as he noticed his father, Neil smiled. “Do you find it strange that the horse is so large, yet his legs are thin? I find it amazing that thin legs can carry so much weight and do it gracefully.”


    “You have your mother’s love for them and the horses are aware of it. I do believe they tend to love you back.” He walked to his own large stallion and rubbed the horse’s nose. “As for thin legs, I have wondered the same. The legs sometimes break, you know. Perhaps someday we will learn how to fix them so we do not have to kill the animal.”


    “I hope so. Perhaps the English know how to do it.”


    “Perhaps, but sooner or later we hear what the English are up to, and so far nothing much is said about the care of horses.”


    Neil patted the side of a horse’s neck and then lifted one of its legs to examine the hoof. “I have heard the king is a fair lad. Do you believe it?”


    “If he is like his Uncle, he is a good lad.” Kevin noticed when Yule came into the stable and nodded to him.


    “Many say the English cannot be trusted, but mother is English and I trust her,” said Neil, letting go of the horse‘s leg.


    “She is worthy of your trust. However, there is evil in every land. A wise laird rids his land of the evil, even if he has to kill to do it. It takes a great deal of courage, more so than to kill in battle, but he is wise to do it. Still, he must be certain he is not killing out of anger, but for the good of the people.”


    “For what crimes do you kill?”


    “If a lad tortures animals, he will someday do the same to people and he must die. A laird gives him ample warnings first and if he continues to torture, the laird must execute him. The MacGreagor laird also kills those who harm lasses and children. Other clans do not hold to these standards, but the MacGreagors do and I hope they always will.”


    “But why kill these lads, Father? Why not just punish them so they will not do it again?”


    “Once, when a MacGreagor beat his wife, my father whipped the lad, but let him live. The lad’s anger was not abated and instead, grew into rage. A few years later, he beat his eldest daughter and nearly killed her. Had my father taken the life of the lad, the daughter would not have suffered such cruelty.”


    Neil picked up a sturdy wire brush and began to brush the horse’s mane. Then he paused to ask another question, “What if a lad hurts another lad?”


    Kevin folded his arms, leaned against a post and shrugged. “Lads normally do not hurt each other without just cause. They settle the dispute themselves and the laird is better off staying out of it, if he can.”


    “I see.” Neil went back to brushing the horse. “Have you ever banished anyone?”


    “I have banished three lads. They were lazy and would not hunt to feed their families. However, a banished lad has nowhere to go and if he vows revenge, he is a danger to us all. A laird must judge the danger before he banishes.”


    Kevin turned to Yule and doubted the man was listening. “I see you have a lass on your mind.”


    “I was trying to think what I would do if a lad hurt Maree. I am beginning to understand your ruling,” said Yule.


    “In love already? I am not surprised; Maree is a very pleasing lass. A good lad feels a strong need to protect his mother and his daughters, but most of all, the lass he loves. Even after all these years, I am still relieved when Anna is safe in my arms. I could go daft thinking of all the ways I might lose her.”


    Kevin paused to consider what else he should tell them. “Most lasses are wise in ways a man is not. A lad thinks of how his decision effects today, but a lass thinks of tomorrow, next week and even next month. If you let her, she will teach you more than you are able to imagine.”


    “About what, father?”


    “About all kinds of things, especially your followers. She sees when the people are unhappy or when they are unwell. For that reason, a lad must learn to listen to her. ‘Tis not easy to admit we do not already know everything.” He leaned toward his son and raised an eyebrow, “Do you think Yule is listening?”


    Neil shook his head. “Does love always distract a lad that way?”


    “Always and it never ends. I think of your mother constantly. I wonder what she is doing and especially if she needs something, but does not want to ask. They are like that, you know. Wives think we should not be bothered with such trifle things.”


    Yule was listening. “She needs new shoes. I noticed this morning when you introduced her.”


    “There, you have a good example, my son. She did not mention it, but I saw and requested new ones for her. They should be finished soon.”


    Neil hung his head. “I did not notice.”


    Kevin smiled and started to walk away. “You will. Someday you will notice everything there is to notice about a lass.”


    (Continued in book 2)
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